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Unburying the Mirror:
An Autoethnography of a Latino Teacher Who Left the Classroom

by

Arturo R Acevedo-Febles
Despite the expressed need for bicultural teachers, research on teacher attrition has
demonstrated that a growing number of bicultural educators are leaving the classroom. Bicultural
male teachers, in particular, experience high rates of teacher attrition. Schools, unfortunately, are
contexts in which Latino male teachers are constantly experiencing dilemmas related specifically
to both their gendered and racialized positionality as males of color.
Grounded in Antonia Darder’s critical bicultural framework, this autoethnographic study
explored the complex factors that drive Latino male teachers out of the classroom, through an indepth and grounded examination of a Latino male teacher who left the classroom. The study
contributes to the conversation on bicultural teacher attrition, gendered relations, and their
relationship to both teacher preparation and the education of bicultural students.
Furthermore, the study explored how racism, sexism, classism, trauma, and
heteronormativity mitigate the experiences of Latino male teachers, and how these manifest
themselves through the hidden curriculum, asymmetrical relations of power, gendered
essentialism, policing of behavior, the culture of silence, conditions of isolation, and disabling
cultural response patterns. The implications of such factors in the life of one Latino male teacher
are carefully analyzed and discussed, in an effort to consider their significance in rethinking
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teacher preparation programs, with respect to the needs of Latino males. Moreover, the study
offers an engagement with critical autoethnography as a significant tool of reflection in the
educational process and emancipatory process of bicultural teachers
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CHAPTER 1
“You haven’t been paid yet? You have been working here for almost two months, well it
must be because you are Hispanic.” The principal at the high school where I held my first
teaching job made this racial joke during our first meeting and individual conversation my first
month working at the school. The same administrator would later assert in private that she could
not understand why parents gave their children African names, with an over-abundance of
vowels that were impossible to pronounce; these parents, in her view, disadvantaged their kids
from future success. Or who, in our final meeting at the end of the year, confessed that her
greatest fear was how I would behave with my female students and that I had surprised her with
my professionalism, even though she had never once stepped inside my classroom.
Schools are places where Latino male teachers are constantly experiencing dilemmas,
both personally and professionally. The everyday challenges and contradictions of a stringent
curriculum, high stakes testing, student academic outcomes and behavior, a constant
demonization of teachers in the media, and disparity of resources, all combine to make Latino
male teachers feel insulted, isolated, frustrated, and undervalued as professionals. These
sentiments, consistent throughout my career as a high school Spanish teacher, ultimately led to
my decision to leave the teaching profession in spite of a strong desire to help children from
similar backgrounds and culture become happy and active citizens. This autobiographical study
of my life as a Latino teacher emerges from a deep desire to sift through my lived history during
that time, in an effort to better understand the difficulties and dilemmas Latino male teachers
face, and why leaving the classroom came to be, in my opinion, my only option in improving
education for those I sought to serve.
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A Buried Mirror
Salvaging this reflection of their identity, which is more precious than the gold, they gave
Europe in exchange.
-Carlos Fuentes (1992)
In 1992, my uncle gifted me a book that afforded me something I had sorely needed, and
thanks to my Eurocentric education been denied. The book was Carlos Fuentes’s the Buried
Mirror (1992) and in it pages I learned about the history of my culture, from the caves of
Altamira in Spain, to where I was at that moment, a Latino in the United States. Fuentes stated
that the aim of the book was “to a search for the cultural continuity that can inform and transcend
the economic and political disunity and fragmentation of the Hispanic world” (p. 10). For me,
this book provided a newfound sense of pride in my culture, and a dignity I had never known. I
was 13 years-old at the time, and until I read that book the only piece of Latino history I had
learned was the one paragraph summary in my annual history textbook discussing the annexation
of Puerto Rico by the United States in 1898. As a result, a veil was lifted, a mirror unburied, and
a critical mind awakened.
The literature on the achievement disparities across cultural lines has found that one of
the greatest detriments to the academic success of chronically underachieving students of color,
particularly males, was the lack of a strong ethnic identity (Colon & Sanchez, 2010; Darder,
1995; Garrett, Antrop-Gonzalez, & Velez, 2010; Gomez, Rodriguez, & Agosto, 2008; Phinney,
2006; Stein, Gonzalez, & Huq, 2012; Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen, & Guimond, 2009).
These students yearn for members of their own culture to serve as bicultural mirrors to assist in
creating these students’ healthy cultural self-identities, and an individually developed bicultural
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voice that traditional Eurocentric education denies them. Darder (2012) has defined effective
bicultural mirrors as the ability a bicultural teacher has in validating, supporting, and
encouraging bicultural students through the process of cultural identity construction, and the
moments of cognitive disequilibrium caused by this process.
Thusly, the analogy of a mirror serves as an important theme in this study, highlighting
the importance of Latino male teachers and the methodology used to illustrate its arguments. In
recalling my own personal history, I find it hard to believe that I would have ever attained any
academic success had my education not been supplemented by my uncle and his role as a
bicultural mirror in my life, and advocating on the part of my parents.
Positionality
The seeds of my future profession were planted on the day I received Fuentes’s book; and
as I grew older, I knew I wanted to help others like me find their own self-worth, integrity, and
strength. I come to this study because of my experience as a Latino immigrant and former
classroom teacher. My educational experiences, greatly influenced by instances of prejudice and
discrimination, inspired me to pursue a career in education to ensure that others of similar
heritage did not encounter the same tribulations that I suffered as a Latino immigrant student.
Influenced as well by the rapidly increasing Latino student population, and a desire to educate
those from subordinate cultures become academically proficient and successful citizens, as they
learned to navigate the dominant Euroamerican landscape of U.S. schools and the larger society.
As a professional Latino male, I was aware that I might serve as a mirror for what some
of my students could one day aspire to be, and tried my best to be the embodiment of all I hoped
they would one day become. For my female students, I sought to recognize manifestations of
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misogyny within my lessons, actions, and words. For my male students, I sought to present
alternatives to stereotypical concepts of men, and establish the importance of dialogue, and the
recognition of their emotions and the role they played in their decision-making. For both, I
attempted to present alternative possibilities to those imposed by the dominant culture from
conceptions of self to career goals.
Inevitably, while I desired to enact change in my students’ lives, I had little vocabulary
and understanding of the systemic inequalities that I—and my students—suffered. I relied on my
intuition and instincts to navigate the unease I felt in a landscape I could not properly describe.
These conditions under which I labored conflicted with what I felt was morally best for my
students, forcing me to enact expectations and curriculum that I knew went against my purpose
in education, but were necessary to preserve my place in it. Lacking a voice to identify these
internal struggles prohibited my ability to identify a support network, and eventually played a
major role in my eventual departure. This personal desire mirrors studies that have suggested
teaching for bicultural educators is often linked to a personal desire to give back to our
communities and ameliorate social and structural inequalities (Achinstein, Ogawa, Sexton, &
Freitas, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2009).
The intimate nature of my purpose as an educator provided great passion for my labor,
yet it also generated great frustration, sadness, and feelings of failure tied to the inherent
limitations of a system that worked against my desire to positively influence my students.
Moreover, this seemed contrary to my Euroamerican colleagues who, although expressing
concern for our students, did not seem to experience the same angst, frustration, or dilemmas that
bicultural teacher colleagues expressed in their everyday life in the classroom.
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The overwhelming nature of the burden I felt mirrors those found in psychological
studies that have spoken of the difficulties nurses, doctors, police officers, firefighters, and others
suffered as a result of their work. These phenomena, called compassion fatigue and secondary
trauma, speak of the impact individuals suffer because of traumatic events suffered by others in
close proximity to them (Baum, Rahav, & Sharon, 2014; Motta, 2012). However, these studies
focused their attention on the individual and forego any analysis of the systemic inadequacies
that contribute to their creation and perpetuation. As with these other careers, teachers carry the
burden of guilt and are expected to be stoic professionals with an incredibly high threshold for
patience and strength—a burden aggravated for male teachers who are expected to maintain rigid
self-sufficiency while restricting emotional expression (Casas, Wagenheim, Banchero, &
Mendoza-Romero, 1994; Gosse, 2012; Torres, Solberg, & Carlstrom, 2002).
Additionally, I labored under a constant and quiet suspicion of pedophilia because of my
gender, even though I never allowed my female students to touch me and took great steps to
avoid any situation that could be misinterpreted. Nevertheless, this suspicion would continually
be reflected in comments by female coworkers and administrators sometimes in the form of
jokes, or if they witnessed any sort of respect shown to me by a female student. Limited research
on male teachers has begun to discuss the constant suspicion under which male teachers labor
(Gosse, 2012; Howell, Egan, Giuliano, & Ackley, 2011; Parr & Gosse, 2011), yet little attention
has been given to how the burden of this consistent doubt contributes to the turnover of teachers.
These burdens—furthered by my status as a male in a majority female environment—are
an example of another variable very often ignored both in the context of schools and in the
literature. This focus on the individual rather than systemic inequalities forms part of the

	
  

5

rationale for the educational reform movement. With a reliance on scientific rationality, this
movement has increased the pressures on teachers by identifying them as the number one culprits
in student achievement (Philip, Martinez, Lopez, & Garcia, 2014). Thus, the responsibility to
achieve success resides with the individual not with the dominant culture, structural inequalities,
or its asymmetrical power relations. The focus on the individual teacher contradicts many of the
encounters teachers experience because of poor resources, a top-down asymmetrical curriculum,
silenced conversations on race and culture, and inadequate leadership and collaboration.
The schools where I was employed were deeply alienating environments with little time
for collaboration or dialogue, and a lack of classroom resources. Often, overworked or
ineffective leaders administered these schools. Research has suggested that my experiences are
commonplace for bicultural teachers, who have identified alienating school conditions as the
largest factor in explaining turnover (Ingersoll & Connor, 2009).
During my time as a classroom teacher, I was assigned to teach courses with prescripted
curricula that, along with district initiatives focused instruction on test preparation. These
changes in education developed out of neoliberal economic policies born in the late 1970s
manifest themselves in education through the proliferation of charter schools, accountability
measures, standardized testing, and other punitive measures that use fear of loss of employment
or educational attainment as its pillars of motivation (Lipman, 2011). Such changes have created
additional stress in the professional lives of bicultural teachers, as posited in the research by
Ingersoll and May (2011), which found that the lack of freedom to teach bicultural students as
instructors’ deemed fit constituted a major cause of frustration and disillusionment for bicultural
teachers.
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With school administrations preoccupied with accountability measures, expectations for
students outside of these methods would be lowered, and/or questions of race, culture, or gender
ignored. In response, I would seek to engage in dialogue with my peers and administrators about
these concerns. Yet, repeatedly issues of culture and difference would be dismissed and silenced;
which, as a consequence, would lead to my eventual resignation from various schools, in search
of a collaborative school community and administration that could better support the needs of
bicultural educators as we sought to serve bicultural students in our communities. Studies in the
field have shown that my experience is not singular. Bicultural teachers tend to change schools
frequently because of the low expectations and negative attitudes that prevail in classes with
working class students from subordinate cultures. These teachers seek alternative school
environments (often within the same district) that better serve this student population (Achinstein
et al., 2010; Feng, 2009; Kissel, Meyer, & Liu, 2006).
After working in five schools in eight years, I came to believe that the frustration of
working within a broken system was untenable. Frustrated with the structure of public education,
administrators with little cultural understanding about bicultural students, a tendency to blame
teachers, and my role as a male in career deemed for females by the dominant discourse, I
decided to leave the classroom, hoping to find a more effective avenue for influencing change. At
the time I left teaching, I felt completely demoralized, as if I had failed to achieve even a
modicum of success, either professionally or personally. Thusly, the focus of this critical
autoethnographic study will be to explore the factors that affected my decision to leave behind
my work as a Latino classroom teacher, in the hopes of better understanding the power
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imbalances and hegemonic forces that make the labor of teaching an extremely difficult one,
particularly for bicultural male teachers.
Statement of the Problem
Teacher attrition—the loss of classroom teachers to other fields of work or positions
within education but outside the classroom—is an increasing concern to the task of providing an
equitable education to all K-12 students. Despite the need for bicultural teachers, recent research
on teacher attrition has demonstrated that a growing number of bicultural educators are leaving
the classroom. These numbers have now surpassed the attrition rate of their Euroamerican
counterparts; and are even more pronounced for bicultural males (Ingersoll & May, 2011).
The most recent national attrition rates provided by the National Center Education Statistics
(NCES) for all public school teachers during the 2007–2008 school year were 8%, however rates
of attrition increase with years of experience; for example, teachers who had one to three years
of experience left at a 9.1% rate in 2008–2009 (Keigher, 2010). When desegregated by sex,
59,900, or 7.9%, of male teachers left teaching compared to 209,900, or 8%, of female teachers
(see Figure 1.1). However, these rates change when examining attrition by race/ethnicity. Under
these metrics, African American teachers had the highest rates of attrition at 9%, followed by
Euroamerican and Asian/Pacific Islander at 8%, and Latino at 5.6% (see Figure 1.2).
Of particular note are the high attrition rates in charter schools that are often ground zero
for the implementation of neoliberal educational reforms. In Los Angeles, California, the school
district with the most charter schools in the nation, charters experienced annual attrition rates
ranging from 41% to 55%, compared to 14% to 23% for other traditional public schools
(Newtown, Rivero, Fuller, & Dauter, 2011).

	
  

8

!"#$"%&'((%)()*#&+,("-&.*%&/0012/003&45&
6"%7"#(,8"&
%#)(!
%!
"#$%!
"#$'!
"#$&!
"#$(!
"#$!
"#%%!
"#%'!
"#%&!

"#$!

*+,-.!

%!

/-0+,-!

Figure 1.1. Gender attrition rates for 2008-2009 by percentage.
These statistics could be exacerbated by the lack of transparency some charter management
organizations benefit from in reporting school data.
It is important to note that these are yearly estimates and do not reflect long-term trends,
generalizability issues, or the complexities of teacher attrition that will be addressed in the
literature review. Of note are the high attrition rates that are disproportionate compared to urban,
mostly bicultural school districts to suburban, mostly Euroamerican districts (Ingersoll & May,
2011).
Rates of turnover have an increased deleterious effect on subaltern and bicultural
students, particularly Latino students who now comprise the second largest cultural group in
United States public schools (Aud, Fox, KewalRamani, & National Center for Education, 2010).
According to the American Federation of Teachers (American Federation of Teachers,
2004)(AFT, 2004), 25% of Latino 12th-grade students experienced teacher absentee everyday
compared to 11% of Euroamerican students.
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Figure 1.2. Teacher attrition rates by race for 2008–2009.
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Of increasing concern are the continued high levels of academic underachievement for Latinos,
despite a decrease in high school dropout rates of 14% in 2011, compared to 28% in 2000,
according to the Pew Hispanic Research Center (PHRC) (Fry & Taylor, 2013). Additional data
from the (PHRC) showed that while Latinos are the largest college-going bicultural group, they
more unlikely to enroll in four-year universities than Euroamerican students at rates of 56% to
76% (see Figure 3), and less likely to achieve a bachelor’s degree. Subpar college completion
rates may contribute to unemployment percentages for Latinos 16–24 years of age, which have
increased seven percentage points since 2007.
Despite the educational reforms instituted by No Child Left Behind in 2001, there have
been no significant changes in the mathematics and reading achievement gap between Latino and
Euroamerican students since 2004 (Rampey, Dion, Donahue, & National Center for Education,
2009). Research into these gaps has identified poor teaching quality, a curriculum that lacks
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rigor, insufficient resources, and low expectations as the main culprits of this phenomenon
(American Federation of Teachers, 2004; Flores, 2007; Madrid, 2011).
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Figure 1.3. Latino vs. Euroamerican 4-year college enrollment.!
Researchers continually highlight the role that teachers play in the chronic level of academic
underachievement of Latino students. Amongst the most consistent critiques in the literature are
the chronic levels of deficit views by teachers toward Latino students and parents (Bol & Berry,
2005; Flores, 2007; Garza, 2009; Madrid, 2011). These teachers tended to view Latino students
through stereotypical lenses and identified academic struggles as the result of a poor work ethic,
laziness, lack of discipline, and parental apathy. Furthermore, Latino students were seen as
having less academic potential even when they achieved the same academic success as
Euroamerican and Asian students (Flores, 2007). In contrast, researchers asserted that teachers
who maintained meaningful interactions with their students created a sense of belonging,
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engendered an identification with the teacher and school, and spurred student interest and
motivation (Garza, 2009; Madrid, 2011).
Bicultural Teachers an Underrepresented Subgroup
A review of the literature on bicultural teachers overwhelmingly suggested their
importance as role models for students from all communities, but in particular students from
subaltern communities (Darder, 1995; Nieto, 2003; Zapata, 1988). In fact, one study suggested
that teachers gave better subjective assessments of students of their own race (Ouazad, 2008),
while another stated that teachers will more likely find students of different cultures and gender
to be more disruptive than those who mirror their own cultural community (Dee, 2005).
Villegas and Irvine (2010) implied the importance of bicultural teachers is due to their
“cultural synchronicity,” and Antonia Darder (1995) pointed to their ability to support “cultural
integrity.” These scholars asserted that this attribute bridges the cultural divide students
experience between home and school. Additional research has stated that the cultural knowledge
possessed by bicultural teachers allowed them to create lessons that value minority students’
backgrounds and use such knowledge to create a pedagogical advantage (Ladson-Billings, 2009;
Nieto, 2003; Zapata, 1988).
In their seminal review of the literature on bicultural teacher attrition Achinstein et al.
(2010) found that bicultural teachers expressed a deep commitment to a culturally relevant,
socially just pedagogy: a commitment that seems to contribute to bicultural teachers remaining in
urban schools at higher rates than their White peers. Moreover, studies have shown that
bicultural teachers seek placement and tend to remain in urban schools heavily populated by
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students of color (Allensworth, Ponisciak, & Mazzeo, 2009; Ingersoll & May, 2011), especially
if they are run by a bicultural administrator (Grissom & Keiser, 2011).
Efforts to recruit bicultural teachers have resulted in considerable success, yet retention
of these educators has proven terribly inadequate (Ingersoll & May, 2011). Echoing concerns
related to the attrition of bicultural teachers, Milner and Sleeter (2011) found that lack of
administrative support could sometimes serve as a roadblock for bicultural teachers in their work
with students, leading to high levels of frustration, and subsequent attrition. For bicultural
teachers, personal commitments transcended teaching the prescribed or mandated curriculum;
instead, they encompassed the desire to address effectively issues of race and class with their
students (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). Similarly, a recent study by Ingersoll
and Connor (2009) revealed that bicultural teachers suffered greatly from job dissatisfaction rates
compared to Euroamerican teachers. According to Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009), teachers of
color sought to practice as culturally relevant educators, and thus viewed their profession as
more than just a job—it was an important expression of social responsibility.
However, while a great deal of research has looked into the economic and structural
concerns of schools themselves as the reason for high teacher attrition, an examination of the
literature suggested that the concerns of bicultural teachers have yet to be well articulated. It is
for this reason that Achinstein et al. (2010) concluded that only through addressing the
underlying issues that drive bicultural teachers out of the profession that the phenomenon of
retention of bicultural teachers can be more accurately understood and effectively addressed.
Thus, this study sought to delve deeper into these issues by addressing the following queries.
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Research Questions
Utilizing critical autoethnography as its methodology, this study explored the underlying
reasons for the attrition of Latino male teachers. Through a deep personal analysis of a bicultural
teacher’s journey to attrition, I sought to address the following questions:
1. What were my experiences as a Latino classroom teacher that resulted in my decision to
leave the profession?
2. How can a deep critical engagement of one Latino male educator’s lived experience of
attrition help empower and reinvigorate male bicultural teachers toward the goals of
social justice in education?
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this research was to conduct a critical autoethnographic study to reflect
and interpret the issues and experiences of my journey as a Latino male educator who left the
classroom; and to understand how these experiences negatively impacted my long-term
sustainability. Through this process, I sought to provide findings that would inspire male
bicultural educators to better understand their own experiences as classroom teachers and to
work more effectively toward creating a more equitable and compassionate education system—
with respect to both K–12 education and teacher education programs.
Using a bicultural critical pedagogy, I sought to examine beneath-the-surface meanings
and to deconstruct the Eurocentric or assimilative ideology, curriculum, and policies entrenched
in the United States educational setting, as these phenomena directly affect the motivation and
academic, professional, and personal outcomes of bicultural teachers and students. Lastly, I
considered possible suggestions—gleaned from the literature and the autoethnography—for
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school, district, and state administrators, and university teacher preparation programs on how to
ameliorate workplace conditions for Latino male teachers.
This study used the term bicultural teacher to refer specifically to teachers of nonEuropean ancestry, to avoid the subordination of cultures traditionally oppressed by the dominant
Euroamerican culture, which uses deficit language and paradigms to create a sense of inferiority
through the use of the term minority or person of color (Darder, 2012).1 With this in mind, the
study sought to reignite the silenced voice and repressed social agency so often experienced by
bicultural teachers and to serve as an emancipatory process by utilizing an analysis of my own
lived history as a bicultural teacher utilizing an autoethnographic structure.
Finally, this study sought to demonstrate how previously disconnected areas of research,
such as teacher preparation, reform, cultural identity, gender complexity, and attrition are, in fact,
related to and critically influence each other. The hope was that these connections would provide
a better sense of how and why the current reform is bound to be ineffective, given the failure of
educational research to look at the system as a whole, and like its participants, as complex but
interconnected entities.
Significance of the Study
This study aimed to address the gaps in current research on bicultural male teacher
attrition. The research will contribute to the field of bicultural teacher attrition by identifying the
personal and professional causes of attrition and provide insights and suggestions for schools of
1

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

The term bicultural is defined as two cultural systems with distinct values very often in conflict with each
other, and a set of sociopolitical forces different from the mainstream Euoamerican culture (Darder, 2012). The use
of this term seeks to replace terms such as minority, or teachers of color in recognition of how these terms place the
Euroamerican culture and individual at a higher rank on the social order of United States society. I purposely
avoided identifying the people of the Unites States as Americans, in order to respect that America is not one singular
people from one geographic location, but a term that implies people from all the America’s north and south.
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education, local districts, states, and school administrators (Achinstein et al., 2010). Issues that
negatively impact bicultural teachers must be recognized and addressed at multiple levels,
ranging from university teacher preparation programs, to K–12 institutions of learning, to district
and state administration. Failure to recognize and address these issues contributes to education
reform’s continual failure to achieve transformation, especially in its mission to improve
education for working class students from bicultural communities.
As Iris Young (2011) has claimed, “Unless victims are involved in ameliorative efforts,
well-meaning outsiders may inadvertently harm them in a different way, or set reforms going in
unproductive directions” (p. 146). It is vital for the voices and experiences of bicultural teachers
and students to be heard as a first step in recognizing and addressing systemic issues that lead to
higher attrition rates for bicultural teachers.
Lastly, this study sought to posit autoethnography as an important research methodology
in the field of education, especially with respect to better understanding the particular experience
of Latino male teachers. Moreover, this research sought to demonstrate how such a methodology
could be an invaluable tool in the construction of greater cultural self-awareness, as well as lead
to a more transformative educational environment for bicultural teachers and students alike. 	
  
Theoretical Framework
This study used Darder’s (1991, 2012) critical bicultural pedagogy as its theoretical
framework. As Giroux (2011) stated, critical pedagogy provides the tools to challenge
assumptions, theorize on matters of self and social agency, and is attentive to the places and
practices in which social agency has been denied and produced. Critical bicultural pedagogy,
while sharing the same views and values as critical pedagogy, seeks to pay particular attention to
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how asymmetrical relations of power associated with the dominant culture function, wittingly or
unwittingly, oppress those from subordinate cultural communities (Darder, 2012).
Critical Pedagogy
Critical pedagogy seeks to illuminate the beneath-the-surface meaning (Shor, 1992),
often hidden by the dominant discourse and curriculum. This hidden curriculum benefits its
Euroamerican participants, while alienating its oppressed citizenry (Anyon, 1980), conditioning
them to accept society’s inequities as commonsensical knowledge. Cognizant of these inequities,
this critical educational theory attempts to embrace the civic purpose of education, provide a
vocabulary of critique—a set of principles that informs a practice that contributes to increasing
the possibility for public life and civic participation—as well as the knowledge to examine how
society functions to constrain the success of bicultural students (Darder, 2012; Darder,
Baltodano, & Torres, 2008; Giroux, 2011). In contrast, the hegemony of the dominant culture
and class is considered to systematically control the structure of schooling, to ensure its children
a place in positions of power (Darder, 2012).
Critical Bicultural Pedagogy
In recognizing the factors impeding the success of bicultural students within the United
States, Darder (2012) also articulated a theory of critical bicultural pedagogy that attempts to
ameliorate issues of racism and other social inequalities in the classroom through a theory of
cultural democracy that challenges how meaning and values are nurtured and perpetuated
through schooling and society as a whole. This critical framework holds that if bicultural
teachers do not become conscious of the social conditioning that takes place by way of
internalized racism and the verticalization of power, they will be more likely to reproduce the
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same Eurocentric assimilative biases in pedagogy and curriculum they were taught, undermining
their ability to support students to discover their bicultural identities, voices, pride, social agency,
and empowerment as cultural citizens (Darder, 2012; Kohli, 2012).
In order for bicultural students to function within and between the distinct sociocultural
environments of dominant/subordinate relations, they must find opportunities within the
classroom to develop their own bicultural voice, which assists them to counteract the silencing of
difference and pressure of conformity placed upon them within the dominant cultural milieu of
traditional schooling. Darder (2012) contended that critical bicultural pedagogy supports
bicultural students to critically examine their lived experiences and, thus, nurtures the affirming
process of biculturation, in which “students react, adjust, and accommodate to the emotional
anxiety and stress as a result of their cultural dissonance” (p. 51).
In addition, Darder (2012) argued that bicultural teachers rooted in a strong cultural
identity develop an articulate bicultural voice. Once a bicultural individual acquires a bicultural
voice, he or she can begin to develop the ability to serve as a bicultural mirror for his/her
students. Moreover, a critical bicultural pedagogical process cultivates a teacher’s ability to
recognize and assist bicultural students to navigate the biculturalization process, particularly
when students’ experiences mirror the teacher’s own. An analysis of how Eurocentric
assimilative ideology permeates the contextual conditions under which bicultural teachers labor
is necessary in order to better situate the biculturalization process and critical bicultural
pedagogy as a theoretical framework.
This study traced the evolution of my bicultural identity development, and the various
cultural response patterns used over the course of my educational experiences as a bicultural
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student, preservice teacher, fully employed teacher, and former teacher, in conjunction with the
development of my bicultural voice and evolution with respect to social agency, empowerment,
critique, and solidarity with other critically like-minded allies. This process is grounded in
critical biculturalism through a dialectical continuum posited by Darder (2012) and illustrated in
Figure 4, below.

A680+6F!
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Figure 1.4 Biculturation process represented along a dialectical continuum (Darder, 2012).
The aim of the biculturalization process is having a healthy bicultural identity that
develops as the result of the affirmation of one’s bicultural self in relation to the dominant
culture, as clarified in Figure 5. Navigating the tension between the dominant culture and one’s
status as a member of a subordinate culture or the biculturalization process also allows for
individuals from subaltern communities to reaffirm their individual cultural identity.
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Figure 1.5, Sphere of biculturalism (Darder, 2012).
Critical bicultural pedagogy is not only a useful approach and lens in analyzing the
phenomenon of attrition among Latino male teachers but also a set of principles founded in a
deep love for others, and a belief that teachers can serve as guides in a child’s journey in finding
this/her individual and cultural identity. As Paulo Freire (1970) stated in Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, “As individuals or as peoples, by fighting for the restoration of [our] humanity [we]
will be attempting the restoration of true generosity. And this fight, because of the purpose given
it, will actually constitute an act of love” (p. 45). Critical Latino male educators play a crucial
role in this process because of their ability to serve not just as the presently conceived
essentialized role-models, but also as bicultural mirrors who gently guide and assist bicultural
students in their academic and identity formation. It is only by assisting students in finding their
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gift to the world that the weight of oppression can be lifted and social emancipation of oppressed
cultural groups be achieved on a greater level.
While this study focused specifically on Latino male educators, many of the experiences
that led to my eventual attrition from teaching are echoed in those of all bicultural teachers. It is
important to recognize that while each bicultural community contains its own rich culture, the
commonalities experienced by subaltern groups as the result of oppression by the dominant
culture often mirror each other in the form of similar experiences. Thus, all bicultural individuals
are forced to navigate the dialectic of dominant/subordinate relations of power. Hence, studies
that focus on other bicultural groups may inform the experiences of Latin males. Moreover due
to the dearth of research on bicultural male teachers, especially Latino males, research on other
bicultural groups and males will be used wherever it is deemed appropriate according to the
discussion.
Principles linked to a critical bicultural lens of analysis and practice. Critical
bicultural pedagogy challenges the dominant group assertions by acknowledging the complexity
of the individual as a historical, cultural, and intellectual being who is inhibited from selfdetermination by culturally and hetereonormative hegemonic, social, and economic forces.
Critical bicultural pedagogy is a set of principles used by pedagogues for the enactment of an
emancipatory classroom culture. This requires teachers that have a firm theoretical understanding
and practice of democratic schooling (Darder, 1995).
Critical bicultural pedagogy does not assume that because a teacher or educator is
bicultural, he/she may be able to enact an emancipatory classroom setting. An uncritical
bicultural educator can replicate asymmetrical power relations, and a Eurocentric assimilative
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curriculum as easily as any uncritical Euroamerican teacher, possibly to a worse extent as he/she
models subservience to bicultural students.
Bicultural teachers as bicultural mirrors. Perhaps the greatest role Latino male
educators can perform is their ability to serve as what Darder (2012) has termed bicultural
mirrors for his students. One of the most salient aims of critical bicultural pedagogy is to
encourage and support the process of biculturalism, which helps bicultural individuals respond to
cultural conflicts, racism, and other forms of cultural invasion, in ways that support cultural
integrity and an effective process of bicultural formation (Darder, 2012).
Bicultural teachers serve as important guides in the process of developing a bicultural
voice, by creating the conditions in which students empower themselves through opportunities to
reflect, dialogue, and respond in ways that support their on-going process of bicultural
development across a dialectical continuum. These bicultural teachers understand the dynamics
of cultural subordination, bicultural response patterns to oppression, and the impact these have
on their students and families. Hence, through their classroom practice, they reinforce forms of
cultural identity that stem from their native context, rather than one imposed by the dominant
hegemonic group (Darder, 1995).
Darder (1995) identified several factors to illustrate why Latino teachers are of vital
importance in the education of Latino students:

	
  

•

Have a greater grasp of their students’ reality

•

Establish more trusting relationships

•

Recognize and empathize with the academic and social needs of students

•

Able to recognize the expressed concerns of their students
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•

Are able to set up more realistic goals and promote success

•

Develop and strongly support the language and literacy skills in the primary
language of students

•

Encourage and promote native language use to parents

•

Commitment to explicit cultural and worldview histories not just from books but
also in the living experiences of the classroom environment

•

Act as translators of the culture of power

•

Modeling in order for students to obtain greater confidence in their own ability to
see the teacher as a person who has gone through the system and still maintained
his/her own cultural integrity

•

Identify critical thought, personal responsibility, discipline, and positive selfconcept as important goals.

•

Creation of a positive and accepting environment

•

Actively engage in issues related to bias, prejudice, and discrimination

An important goal of critical bicultural teachers for their students is what Hakim Rashid (1981)
has called “the ability to function effectively and productively within the context of America’s
core intuitions while simultaneously retaining (an) ethnic identity” (p. 55).
Cultural response patterns. The manner in which bicultural persons respond to the
dominant culture are manifested through what Darder (2012) has termed cultural response
patterns, conceptualized into four domains: alienation, dualism, separatism, and negation. These
are outlined below:
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•

Cultural alienation consists of internalized identification with the dominant culture and a
rejection of the heritage culture.

•

Cultural dualism, also know as non-negotiation, is a response pattern in which the
bicultural person has two separate response patterns—one that identifies with the heritage
culture and community, and one that identifies with the mainstream institutional values.

•

Cultural separatist is a response pattern that identifies and remains strictly within the
boundaries of the bicultural person’s primary culture while rejecting the dominant
culture.

•

Cultural negotiation reflects attempts to mediate, reconcile, and integrate the reality of a
bicultural person’s lived experiences, maintaining his/her primary cultural identity while
functioning within the dominant culture in effort to achieve societal transformation.

These response patterns manifest themselves through modes of thinking that move the bicultural
person toward or away from the dominant or subordinate culture. Table 1 below illustrates these
modes of engagement.
The goal of Darder’s (2012) theory of critical biculturalism is to achieve liberation from
the colonizing forces of the dominant culture for bicultural persons. Critical bicultural theory
posits that this is achieved through bicultural affirmation, as before mentioned and described in
the Sphere of Biculturalism (Figure 5). Therefore, critical bicultural theory seeks bicultural
affirmation in, or to achieve, its emancipatory aims—this being a response pattern that results
from a critical mode of engagement that seeks to contend with the tensions and contradictions as
the result of cultural differences and conflicts, meaning bicultural persons are able to affirm their
primary culture within the nexus of the dominant culture.
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Table 1.1
Relationship of Cultural Response Pattern, Modes of Engagement, and Cultural
Identity

Cultural response pattern

Mode of engagement

Cultural identity
Individual

Social

Alienation

Absolute

Dominant

Dominant

Dualism

Dichotomized

Primary

Dominant

Separatism

Absolute

Primary

Primary

Negotiation

Critical

Primary

Bicultural

Cultural alienation and separatist response patterns, on the other hand, are associated with
absolute thinking and engagement, seeking to avoid, negate, eliminate, and/or move away from
tensions, conflict, and contradictions due to cultural differences. As the result, cultural separatist
responses isolate the bicultural person in the primary culture under a constant state of resistance,
while alienation response patterns function to isolate bicultural persons in the dominant culture
foregoing their primary culture. Lastly, while cultural dualist response patterns affirm both
cultures, they forgo a critical mode of engagement, resulting in undialectical responses also
avoiding a tensions and contradictions as a result of cultural conflicts (Darder, 2012). It is
important to highlight that Darder (2012) has stressed that none of these response patterns is
fixed and that their modes can shift as the result of contextual and conceptual occurrences in a
bicultural person’s lived experience. In order for educators to meet the pedagogical needs of
bicultural students and affirm their bicultural voice, they must understand the ideological
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foundations that shape cultural response patterns and the contradictions and tensions that result
from students’ efforts in engaging in a schooling process steeped in the dominant culture.
Affirmation of the bicultural voice. Colon and Sanchez (2010) identified four strategies
used in the acculturation process: (a) assimilation, (c) integration/ biculturalism, (c) separation,
and (d) marginalization. Colon and Sanchez (2010), like Darder (1991, 2012), have found that of
these four strategies, only integration/ biculturalism provides the genuine foundation for
bicultural students to participate in a democratic society, without losing their cultural integrity.
Research overwhelmingly indicates that persons rooted in their own culture and histories are
more likely to be able to recognize, appreciate, and navigate other cultural contexts more
effectively because of greater self-awareness (Graves, 2014). These findings contrast with the
continual use of Eurocentric and assimilative ideologies found in schools and teacher education
programs.
In order to combat deficient ideologies that persist in the education of working class
bicultural children, the affirmation of the bicultural student voice is of crucial importance.
Critical bicultural educators play a vital role in the development of a student’s bicultural voice
(Darder, 1995; 2012). The development of this voice allows students to critically reflect upon
collective and individual interactions with mainstream institutions; affirm knowledge they posses
given their particular position in U.S. society; and resist domination by challenging implicit
mechanisms of cultural subordination that dehumanizes, disempowers, and obstructs their
democratic rights. Lastly, the development of a student’s bicultural voice provides students with
the ability to enter into relationships of solidarity with other oppressed groups as equal
participants.
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The development of a student’s bicultural voice is a valuable tool in the construction of
ethnic identity development. This occurs through a critical process of dialogue in which students
individually and communally reflect on their lived experiences and perceptions of the
biculturation process (Darder, 1995). The inability of critical bicultural Latino male teachers to
nurture the bicultural voice in their students because of a scripted assimilative curriculum can
greatly demoralize and isolate these teachers. Hence, there is a need to engage more profoundly
with the impact of assimilative classroom expectations upon the male bicultural teacher.
Methodology
This research was conducted through a qualitative critical autoethnographic approach to
gather a critical narrative based upon my experiences as a bicultural male teacher who left
teaching. I chose to pursue a self-narrative study based on the notion that humans make sense of
their lives through stories, and that knowledge can be co-constructed through stories that are
researched (Hatch, 2002). Nieto (2003) furthered this methodology by stating that all teaching is
autobiographical and a process of evolution. Thus, I used my experience as a former teacher to
set the stage to discuss the factors that research and experience suggest affect bicultural male
teacher retention.
Autoethnography, like ethnography, seeks to understand culture through the study of a
person’s autobiographical experiences. Such experiences are contextualized within theory and
research (Chang, 2008). The purpose of these texts is reflected by the words a person speaks and
the meaning given to such words (Denzin, 2014). Autoethnography as a methodology seeks to
contextualize the individual within his or her own life, as part of the construction of history, in an
attempt to empower the individual as an active participant and co-constructor of history (Freire,
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2005). In doing so, critical autoethnography eschews the rigid definitions of what constitutes
meaningful and useful research, and addresses power in research—particularly the outsider’s
perspective in traditional ethnographic study of the exoticized other (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner,
2011).
Research on this methodology suggests the potential of autoethnography as a powerful
tool in the evaluation of a person’s system of beliefs, and inter- and intra-cultural awareness.
Autoethnography prioritizes knowledge of self in relation to others as an essential component in
the theoretical and practical formation of any would-be educator (Camangian, 2010; Kahl, 2011;
Starr, 2010; Vicars, 2006). To this end, this study used interpretive analysis to make sense of the
data. Interpretive analysis seeks to make sense of social situations by providing explanations for
what is occurring within a particular context (Hatch, 2002).
Limitations
As the researcher, I attest to various limitations to my study, the first being my sample
size. Due to the singular participant, this study sought to spark reflection about the issues
associated with Latino male teacher attrition, as well as to propose autoethnography as a method
in its amelioration. This study did not seek to generalize conclusions for all bicultural male
teachers; instead, the study sought to present rich autoethnographic data that, through a critical
interpretive analysis, can contribute to the growing body of knowledge about the experiences of
bicultural male teachers, a gravely understudied topic.
The greatest threat to validity would be a failure to balance the autobiographical with the
ethnographic. In order for autoethnography to attain respect as a methodology, I must be careful
to situate my experiences through a careful analysis of the literature on bicultural male attrition.
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Chang (2008) clarified this balance as “ethnographical in its methodological orientation, cultural
in interpretative orientation, and autobiographical in its content orientation” (p. 3). Further
explanation of the autoethnographic process will be presented in Chapter 3.
Lastly, this study will be particularly vigilant to my experiences as a Latino male, and
how I perceived these recollections. Forces such as the surveillance of males and the policing of
their behavior can inhibit access to memories by discarding their importance. Thus, this study
will illustrate asymmetrical power relations, discrimination, and gender discrimination; yet also
acknowledge the possibility of unconscious repression of data.
Delimitations
This study assumed that bicultural male teachers are of critical importance in the urban
classroom consisting primarily of bicultural students. Bicultural male teacher attrition was
chosen as the subject of study before the methodology was conceived because of the scarcity of
research on this subgroup in research, and because of my experiences as a former teacher.
However, because of the limited number of studies on the topic no further delimitation was used,
such as culture, age, or career experience. This study chose to focus on the importance that
bicultural male teachers have for bicultural students; it did not, however, assume that the benefits
of having bicultural teachers is limited to bicultural students. It did assume that bicultural
teachers are of importance to all students, but chose to focus on their importance to bicultural
students because they are in greatest need of bicultural teachers.
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Definition of Terms
Biculturalism: The process wherein individuals learn to function in two distinct sociocultural environments: their primary culture, and that of the dominant mainstream culture of the
society in which they live. It represents the process by which bicultural human beings mediate
between the dominant discourse of educational institutions and the realities that they must face as
members of subordinate cultures. (Darder, 2012, p. 45)
Bicultural voice: The ability of a bicultural person to critically recognize, reflect, and
dialogue on their lived experiences as a member of a subordinate group and to allow for a
process of self-valorization, actualization, and emancipation (Darder, 2012).
Cultural essentialism: Refers to discourses and practices that label and relate to particular
groups of people in ways which suppress difference and homogenize and fix them, not merely
stereotyping but either pathologizing or wrongly idealizing them (Smith, 2011).
Cultural hegemony: The notion that the supremacy of a social group manifests itself in
two ways: as domination (through force) and as intellectual and moral leadership. In the modern
Western context, this is seen through the forms and structures of hegemony, which serve as the
foundation of the dominant society’s psychological, moral, economic, and political worldview
(Darder, 2012; Giroux, 1988).
Culturally relevant pedagogy: A type of instruction that demonstrates a cultural
connection and relevance through curriculum and pedagogy that acknowledges cultures
traditionally ignored in education. Engages in communities of learning where students socially
construct knowledge that embraces all students. Reflects a social justice perspective that makes
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the power relations hidden in the curriculum explicit, and identifies, challenges, and supports
students in questioning the status quo (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2012).
Conscientization: Refers to the process in which human beings remain not mere passive
recipients but knowing subjects who achieve a deepening awareness both of the sociocultural
reality that shapes their lives, and of their capacity to transform that given reality (Freire, 1970).
It represents the development of the awakening of critical awareness, when oppressed people
become aware of their own potentialities (Mithra, 2014).
Dialectical theory: A notion of knowledge that seeks to uncover the connections between
objective knowledge and the norms, values, and structural relationships of the wider society, with
a mode of engagement that permits them to examine the underlying political, social, and
economic conditions which shape society (Darder, 2012).
Dysconscious racism: An uncritical habit of mind that justifies inequity and exploitation
by accepting the existing order of things as given (King, 1991).
Ethnic identity development: A process by which a person develops an understanding and
acceptance of his/her identity through the markers of ethnic heritage, racial phenotype, and
cultural background. This process differs from group to group and can largely be ignored by
Euroamericans due to their status as members of the dominant group (Phinney, 2006).
Erastephobia: Points to the fear of impending pedophilia by males in general, including
male teachers in schools (Gosse, 2011).
Euroamerican: Citizens of the United States of European ancestry, and members of the
dominant culture of power in the United States. Members of this group often suffer from a lack
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of examination of their privilege and historical superiority over those of subordinate cultures,
causing a perpetuation and reproduction of dominance (Darder, 2012).
Hegemony: The process of moral, philosophical, and political leadership that a social
group attains only with the active consent of other important social groups (Artz & Murphy,
2000).
Hegemonic masculinity: The production and practice of accepted traits of masculinity,
which require men to position themselves in relation to these socially constructed traits, and
ideologically legitimate the subordination of women to men, (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005).
Heteronormative power structures: Refers to ways in which a dominant culture imposes
heterosexuality as the accepted form of human sexual relations, and assigns specific ways of
being as masculine, and others such as sensitivity as feminine (Brockenbrough, 2012a, 2012b).
Internalized racism: Process in which bicultural people have, consciously or
unconsciously, accepted a racial hierarchy and a deficit view of one’s subordinate culture and
community (Darder, 2012). Such internalization can impact a person’s positive conception of
self, social perception and efficacy, and academic performance (Kohli, 2014).
Machismo: A socially constructed, learned, and reinforced set of behaviors comprising in
the content of male gender roles in Latino society (De La Cancela, 1986).
Neoliberalism: An ensemble of economic and social policies, forms of governance, and
discourses, and ideologies that promote individual self-interest, unrestricted flows of capital,
deep reductions in the cost of labor, and sharp retrenchment of the public sphere (Lipman, 2011).
Praxis: Process by which a theory, lesson, or skill is enacted, embodied, or realized; that
is, theory and practice are brought into relationship. This dialogical process of reflection and
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action is used upon the world in order to transform it. Through praxis, oppressed people can
acquire a critical awareness of their own condition, and, with their allies, struggle for liberation
(Freire, 1970).
Summary of Study
Teacher attrition carries both financial and emotional costs for students, particularly those
who are bicultural who lose important examples of bicultural mirrors, and where attrition is
highest in the schools they attend. This is especially true in the context of large urban school
districts such as that of New York City, where I was employed (Boyd et al., 2011). The constant
rotation of employees, lack of consistency, and inability to learn from someone of similar
cultural background are factors that impede the successful critical education of bicultural
students. Another underlying concern of this study was the technical solutions–orientated reform
movement (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012) given that classroom teachers are expected to be
disseminators of information within a banking system of education (Freire, 1970), which fails to
question the inequalities and exclusions at the heart of the education of bicultural students.
Furthermore, bicultural male teachers especially Latino males, are an understudied
subgroup whose recruitment, education, and attrition have been largely overlooked in academic
research. It is important to understand the factors that cause bicultural male teacher attrition in
order for the problem to begin to be remedied. This study sought to examine the particular
perspectives and experiences that these teachers suffer and to propose possible solutions and
suggestions as to how reform efforts can more effectively stem the tide of teacher attrition.
This first chapter has provided a general presentation of the statement of the problem,
research questions and an introduction to the theoretical framework and methodology for the
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study. Chapter 2 depicts the complexities of Latino male teacher attrition by outlining the status
of Latinos in education, and a review of the research on general and bicultural teacher attrition.
This is followed by a depiction of the literature on the Latino male teacher and how gender and
the dominant culture of schooling create a less than ideal environment for this subgroup of
teachers. Chapter 2 concludes with a discussion of how critical bicultural pedagogy provides a
useful lens in the analysis of Latino male attrition and the critical importance of these educators
as bicultural mirrors.
Chapter 3 outlines the methodology for the study, with a specific focus on critical
autoethnography as an important and underappreciated research method. Chapters 4 and 5
provide the autoethnographic data across two significant periods: (a) my experiences as a
student; and (b) my experiences as an educator. Chapter 6 presents an analysis of my
autobiographical experiences examined through the lens of critical bicultural pedagogy with
conclusions and recommendations derived from this analysis presented in Chapter 7.
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CHAPTER 2
BICULTURAL TEACHER ATTRITION AND THE LATINO MALE TEACHER:
A LITERATURE REVIEW
The purpose of this literature review is to identify factors that impact the ability of a
bicultural male educator to labor within his chosen subject area and his permanence in education.
In order to convey the complexities that influence the contextual environments in which
bicultural pedagogues operate, this review is divided into five parts: the dominant culture of
schooling, Latinos and education, general and bicultural teacher attrition, bicultural teachers,
and. lastly, the Latino male teacher.
In concert with their demographic underrepresentation, research on Latino and bicultural
male teachers is limited and mostly focused on one aspect of his experience. Few studies have
viewed the bicultural male teacher holistically, instead often concentrating on particular aspects
such as race, gender, sexuality, culture, and sometimes essentializing him as a one-dimensional
being foregoing contextual and individual complexities (Brown, 2012; Martino & Rezai-Rashti,
2010).
The majority of existing research on this topic is qualitative in nature, with some
quantitative analysis of federal, state, and district attrition levels. While sparse in terms of the
number of studies focused on male teacher attrition, particularly bicultural male teachers, the
literature is ample enough to demonstrate gaps in understanding and possible suggestions for
improving both academic and practical comprehension of the topic.
In this chapter, I discuss how the dominant culture of schooling transmits asymmetrical
relations of power within the context of cultural hegemony. The first section begins with a
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discussion of the dominant culture of schooling. It also asserts the promise of a culturally
relevant teacher and pedagogy as a tool in contesting the dominant culture. This is followed by a
brief introduction to the current educational environment and the Eurocentric values of the
hidden curriculum.
The next section discusses the societal and educational milieu of Latinos, and how they
are subject to Eurocentric and assimilative ideologies, which as a consequence leads to high
levels of underachievement especially for Latino boys, and ultimately a dearth of Latino male
educators (Pabon, Anderson, & Kharem, 2011). This section is followed by an examination of
the phenomena of general teacher attrition, and how understanding of this topic is often
oversimplified and understated. Building on this theme, this review of the literature then
considers the attrition of bicultural teachers; their importance, experiences, and practices. This
includes an examination of how bicultural and Euroamerican teachers are prepared
philosophically and practically to work with students, and how this preparation lays the
philosophical and practical foundation in which bicultural male teachers toil. The subsequent
section examines the unique characteristics and influences of and on Latino male educators,
including the role gender, hegemonic heterosexualization, constant suspicion of pedophilia, and
the cultural isolation and alienation this subgroup of educators labor under. Lastly, this section
presents how critical bicultural male teachers are important in affirming the construction of
healthy identities for bicultural students.
The overall aim of this chapter is to illustrate the gaps in the literature and to highlight
connections that could be made in order to better serve this underrepresented faction of
pedagogues, and thus to inform both the autoethnographic data collection and analysis.
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The Dominant Culture of Schooling
Critical bicultural pedagogy suggests that there exists a culture of power that creates a
worldview as to how society conducts itself from macro to micro levels. This interplay of power,
called cultural hegemony, runs the gamut from gender, race, class, sexuality, and religion to
politics. Critical bicultural theory posits that “cultural hegemony is based on the notion that the
supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways: as domination and as intellectual and
moral leadership” (Darder, 2012, p. 32).
Under this theoretical framework, education is identified as one of the strongest forces in
the construction and perpetuation of power within the modern contexts of the United States,
United Kingdom, and Canada. These all are nations that the literature reveals to have common
concerns when it comes to the recruitment and maintenance of bicultural male educators.
Consequently, education is one, if not the primary, tool to contest internalized notions of power.
Power in general is discussed as a productive force; yet, it can also be a negative force when
used for prohibitive or repressive functions (Kelly, 2013). Artz and Murphy (2000) noted that
traditional use of hegemonic power “relies on physical force, economic constraint, legal
guidelines, or other coercive techniques” (p. 2).
As a consequence of the negative uses of power, society is “indoctrinated into viewing
culture, education, race, and economic issues through a limited lens that prevents us from
recognizing our own prejudices, and cause us to lose faith in the possibilities of a more equitable
society” (Young, 2011, p. 146 ). Woodward (1997) echoed this concern by stating, “Power
structures operating within relations of class and gender, for example, may mean individuals do
not exercise absolute choice over the discourses which eventually position them” (p. 39).
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Social power has been and continues to be restricted for bicultural people, with the most
prevalent loss occurring in the conscious and subconscious internalization that bicultural
individuals have limited to no power in shaping our lives, in comparison to the freedom afforded
Euroamericans by way of their privileged status as the dominant culture. Power therefore
manifests itself through hegemonic practices that reflect themselves in schools through what is
taught, how meaning is constructed and for what purposes, and the socioeconomic structure and
culture of education (Giroux, 1988, 2013). As Western society shifted from a reliance on
physical force to influence its populace within its own borders, it has used culture and media as
the vehicle under which it transmits its beliefs and attitudes. As such, cultural hegemony, first
introduced by Antonio Gramsci (1988), reinforces fixed and commonsensical notions of culture
to convey its message and create the psychological, moral, economic, and political consensus for
its citizenry, thus insuring a maintenance of the dominant group’s asymmetrical power (Giroux,
1988, 2013).
As a result, the deleterious effects of cultural hegemony on subordinate cultural
populations include internalized feelings of inferiority, which inhibit the development of a
bicultural voice in bicultural citizens and interferes with the construction of a healthy bicultural
identity (Darder, 2012; Phinney, 2006). Henry Giroux (1988) added, “Students must be able to
speak with their own voices, before they learn how to move outside of their own frames of
reference” (p. 202). Consequently, any analysis of bicultural male teachers must acknowledge
the complexity of racial, cultural, hetero-normative, and socioeconomic factors that seek to
essentialize the bicultural male into stereotypes and disconnect him from existing in the same
free space of self-identity that his Euroamerican colleagues enjoy (Brockenbrough, 2012b;
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Rezai-Rashti & Martino, 2010). In summation, in order for transformation in education to occur,
the dominant culture must be critically understood and deconstructed (Giroux, 1988).
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as an Assertion of Productive Power
Culturally relevant pedagogy continually emerged in the literature as a tool in
transforming the culture of schools from a prohibitive to a productive power. Culturally relevant
pedagogy seeks to help students understand the social and political foundations of their
schooling, attempts a critical view of the construction of knowledge that is hidden in
manifestations of cultural hegemony, and takes the complex student diversity and individual
differences into account (Ladson-Billings, 2009).
Culturally relevant pedagogy consists of three parts: (a) high academic expectations; (b)
complex understanding of teachers’ own identities, and how culture is framed and understood
within the context of students' lives, reconciling differences in open and transparent ways; and
(c) sociopolitical commitments as agents of change (Fasching-Varner & Seriki, 2012). Research
also shows that teachers who engage in culturally relevant practices are more likely to resist
prescriptive educational policies advocated by accountability initiatives, and are more likely to
leave schools that force them to do so (Ochoa, 2007). Thus, this study argues that a culturally
relevant pedagogy is an important tool in dismantling the hidden curriculum and one of the
missing components in the educational contexts in which bicultural teachers labor.
Yet, as Philip and associates (2014) have affirmed, critical bicultural teachers face
difficulties in learning to teach in ways that align commitments toward equity and social justice,
especially in light of recent neoliberal reforms. As a consequence, critical pedagogues are caught
in a state of constant tension that ultimately lead to the increased isolation and alienation of these
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teachers. For this reason, Darder (2012) asserted that it is essential that bicultural teachers
recognize how cultural hegemony continues to exert its power in education, perpetuating an
undemocratic pedagogy that seeks to privilege Euroamerican ideals of what education should be,
even when it devalues all other forms of bicultural representation. Such an understanding is
integral in the depiction of the historical tradition and obstacles that bicultural male educators
face.
For example, Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) surmised that the present reform movement
and policies are bound to fail because they focus on four wrong drivers: negative accountability,
individualistic solutions, fascination with technology, and piecemeal or fragmented solutions. In
order to remedy these issues, Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) suggested that professional capacity
building, collective responsibility, teamwork and collaboration, moral commitment, and
inspiration are more likely to produce positive changes to education. Nieto (2003) further warned
that a “simple focus on teaching practices or on technical aspects of curriculum development are
inadequate to address the complex problems of education” (p. 19). Ignoring this avenue of
research, education reform has thus become a discourse about accountability and standardized
testing, colonizing the space for rethinking the curriculum for reflection on the question of
diversity (McCarthy, Rezai-Rashti, & Teasley, 2009).
This dominant discourse of neoliberal education reformers has excluded research that
suggests the best means of improving schools, methods that prioritize collaboration and decisionmaking made by a community of teachers and other leaders by grade level, a whole school, or
group of schools (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012).
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According to Iris Marion Young (2011), “Changing structural processes that produce injustice
must be a collective social project” (p. 153). It is also important to acknowledge that
hegemonic leadership involves developing intellectual, moral and philosophical consent
from all major groups in a nation. It involves an emotional dimension too, in that those
political leaders who seek hegemonic leadership must address the sentiments of the
nation-people and must not appear as strange or alien beings cut off from the masses.
(Bocock 1986, p. 37)
Presently, all large cultural groups are not being equitably represented in education or
society, nor does it appear that educational leaders are seeking their representation. A byproduct
of this lack of equal representation is a disconnected populace and a ruling elite that seeks to
maximize its control and limit threats to its power. Thus, while a critical education is of
paramount importance in any efforts to have a more just representative and democratic
leadership, it is also the biggest threat to the status quo and will continually be discarded by the
few in control of the nation’s wealth, and those who fear change (Giroux, 1988, 2011).
Eurocentric Values and the Hidden Curriculum
Education historically has been and continues to be a discipline whose values are
primarily disseminated by Euroamerican women. Fasching-Varner and Seriki (2012) furthered
this point by stating:
White and female identity markers continue to be given disproportionate representation
in U.S. schools. By having disproportionate access to all children, White teachers become
the main socializing force for children of all colors. We need to take seriously the varied
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foci of research that have explored the effects, implications, and contradictions of a
schooling system that is both dominated by and overshadowed by White educators.
(p. 2)
The dominance of a female Euroamerican lens manifests itself in curriculum, policy, and
practice. However, because of this dominance, Euroamerican educators are often unaware of
how prominent their culture is and the privilege they enjoy. The denial of this privilege becomes
one method by which Euroamericans insulate themselves from accusations of racial domination
(Amos, 2010; Darder, 2012; Fine, 1987; Haviland, 2008; McCarthy et al., 2009; McIntosh,
1990). Research suggests that the most common method used by Euroamericans to avoid selfevaluation of their own privilege is through silencing (Haviland, 2008). Silencing, which speaks
to a form of dysconscious racism (King, 1991), can take the form of ignoring discussions on
race, class, gender, and sexual orientation; discarding these concerns by failing to acknowledge
their existence; or labeling those who attempt to dialogue about them as “radicals.”
Consequently, bicultural educators must walk a tightrope when conducting academic discussions
for fear that their position on staff will be jeopardized (Milner, 2007).
This form of ideological governance exhibits itself in the hidden curriculum of education,
where Euroamerican values are replicated and imposed on all students in ways many of those
who disseminate it are unaware (Anyon, 1980). As a result, studies have shown that the
egalitarian intentions of Euroamerican pedagogues manifest through low expectations, pity, and
the colonizing belief that they must rescue bicultural students (Ellison, 2011). Consequently,
focus on the negative influence of the curriculum and structural injustices that impact bicultural
students’ academic successes are often ignored or simply unseen (Martino & Rezai-Rashti, 2010;
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Young, 2011). In this vein, the hidden curriculum becomes the vehicle through which class,
radicalized, and other forms of inequality are produced, accessed, and distributed (Kohli &
Solorzano, 2012; McCarthy et al., 2009). Bicultural male teachers labor, therefore, within a
system based on Euroamerican hegemonic curricular forces, which arise from educational
policies tied to structural inequalities and an inequitable social environment.
As the population of Latinos continues to increase, their presence in addressing issues of
education is becoming increasingly apparent. Products of an assimilationist, hidden curriculum,
Latinos are caught in constant tension between their own culture and that of the settings where
they must both study and labor.
Latinos and Education
So the Hispanic world did not come to the United States, the United States came to the
Hispanic world.
-Carlos Fuentes (1992)
Latino culture forms part of a history of the North American continent that predates the
federation of 13 colonies that would become the United States. From the Mexican-American war
in the mid-1800s, the United States has taken a keen interest in Latin America with a desire to
establish a cultural, political, and economic hegemony over the entire Western hemisphere
(Galeano & Belfrage, 1997).
Mirroring the treatment of bicultural students, U.S. leaders and policies have and
continue to view Latinos through a deficit and paternalistic lens (Schoultz, 1998). Claims against
U.S. hegemony by Latinos are not new. Pedro Albizu Campos, leader of the Puerto Rican
independence movement, highlighted the effects of 100 years of U.S. hegemony toward the
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Caribbean and Latin America in the 1920s (Albizu-Campos, 2007). What changed in subsequent
years has been the large waves of immigration of Latinos to the United States, in great part as a
result of U.S. foreign economic and military policies that have caused political, economic, and
social conflict in Latin American nations across the hemisphere (Fuentes, 1992; Galeano &
Belfrage, 1997; González, 2011).
The Increasing Latino Population
Latinos are no longer a geographically distant people, once labeled “ignorant and
bigoted” by former president John Adams; or “foolish and homicidal corruptionists” by President
Theodore Roosevelt, a man who, ironically, dedicated a substantial portion of his presidency to
fighting the untamed and unethical hegemony of the corporations of his day, then dubiously
appropriated what would become the Panama from Colombia in order to construct the Panama
Canal (Schoultz, 1998).
Census figures from 2010 showed that Latinos comprised over 16% of the total U.S.
population, or one in six United States inhabitants, with Latinos numbering over 50 million
(Albert, Ennis, & Ríos-Vargas, 2011). Furthermore, Census projections estimated that Latinos—
with a current population of 55 million—are now the largest ethnic or racial minority in the
United States (Krogstad & Lopez, 2015).
Unfortunately, Latino children face the most intense segregation of any ethnic group
(Harvard Civil Rights Project, as cited in Suárez-‐Orozco,	
  &	
  Páez, 2002), and Latino children are
the most segregated bicultural group in U.S. schools (Orfield & Harvard Civil Rights Project,
2001). As a consequence, Latinos experience the highest high school dropout rates at 26%, and
one of the lowest retention rates of all students in U.S. public schools NCES (2005). Failure to
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educate this populace has contributed to Latino males now compromising 20% of the total U.S.
prison population (Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009).
Contrary to mainstream misconceptions about Latino students, only 11% of Latino
children are foreign born, and 91% under 18 are U.S. citizens (Gonzalez & Soltero, 2011). These
statistics, along with findings that 75% of third-generation Latinos are English dominant (Lopez
& Gonzalez-Barrera, 2013), suggest that concerns about Latinos changing the cultural and
linguistic makeup of the United States are exaggerated, and recall similar xenophobic responses
by dominant group members made about Ellis Island immigrants over 100 years ago. Cultural
groups that took generations to achieve academic success only did so when teachers and
administrators of the same ethnic background entered the public education profession (Gonzalez
& Soltero, 2011).
Eurocentric Ideology
Concurrent with external hegemonic practices, Latinos have and continue to suffer
educational discrimination in the process of schooling (San Miguel, 1997). These hegemonic
practices ensure a practice of rapid racialization to conform to the cultural ideologies of the
dominant Euroamerican culture. Through subtractive schooling practices (Gonzalez & Soltero,
2011; Valenzuela, 1999) and a cultural deprivation model (Darder, 2012; 1995; 1991), students’
culture, history, and language are devalued and replaced by Eurocentric and assimilative
ideologies. Katz (1999), in a study of Latino immigrant students, named teacher discrimination
against them as one of the main reasons for their disengagement from school.
Consequently, Latino students are conditioned to forego important aspects in building
strong ethnic identity development (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2009). For example, Latinos are
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conditioned to adopt the “melting pot” metaphor combined with individualism to ensure
assimilation, meaning that many Latinos must assimilate to mainstream cultural values and break
with the bonds of their primary cultural and ethnic identity (Darder, 1995). Portes and Rumbaut
(2001) further warned that young immigrants undergo premature forms of assimilations, making
them more at risk for academic and emotional distress than those who undergo a more gradual
process of acculturation. These forced assimilation measures run contrary to culturally aware
methods of acculturation that use students’ own culture to connect school and learning in a
positive manner (Gibson, 1997).
As a result of the assimilative pressures Latinos face and endure daily, a significant
number lead dual lives (Suárez-Orozco & Páez, 2002), floating in nebulous spaces of identity
without a grounded sense of self. Failure to form a strong ethnic identity means that Latino youth
will have a less developed ability to cope with the racism and discrimination they will continue
to face in their lives (Umaña-Taylor et al., 2009). In fact, studies examining the pressures of
acculturation on Latino youth have found a positive correlation between these stressors of
discrimination and high rates of depression amongst Latinos, particularly adolescent males
(Colon & Sanchez, 2010; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2009). One study focusing on three successful
students of Puerto Rican ancestry found that these students attributed their success to their strong
Puerto Rican identity and caring teachers.
Hence, the research has pointed to how important it is for student racial and ethnic
identities to be nurtured, respected, and viewed as assets (Garrett et al., 2010). The weight and
confusion of ethnic identity development under the pressure of educational conditions of
assimilation ensures that Latinos struggle to achieve academic success. Gonzalez and Soltero
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(2011) further added that the interaction of pedagogies, students sociocultural framework, and
societal forces comprise a complex web of obstacles that inhibit Latino student success, creating
the need for a culturally responsive curriculum that supports their capacity for critical thinking
and recognizes the advantages of biculturalism to their both their social and academic
advancement.
Achievement of Latino Students and Overrepresentation in Special Education
Latino academic underachievement continues to be a concern, as the population of Latino
students increases (Albert et al., May 2011; Gonzalez & Soltero, 2011; Yosso & Solorzano,
2006), yet the most distinct gaps in achievement reside with Latino males. Along with African
Americans, Latino males are one of the most overrepresented groups in rates of suspension,
special education, English learner, and learning disable classification, and seven times more
likely to be diagnosed with attention-deficit disorder (Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009). Theses findings
point toward serious examples of prejudice, discrimination, and a subtractive education model
(Darder, Torres, & Gutierrez, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999) by teachers who have internalized
stereotypical views of Latinos, and in particular Latino males.
Of the Latino males that graduated from New York City public schools in 2010, only 11%
qualified as college ready, and graduation rates for Latino and African American males were
lower than any other cultural and gender group (Villavicencio, Bhattacharya, Guidry, & 2013).
Nationally, Latinos have the highest high school dropout rate (26%), and one of the highest
grade-retention rates in the United States (Colon & Sanchez, 2010). Additional data showed that
Latino males lag behind Latina females in terms of college access and degree attainment (Saenz
& Ponjuan, 2011). These findings are particularly of concern, given that the educational
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attainment of Latinos increases for both first and second generations, but plateaus after the third
(Colon & Sanchez, 2010).
A concerning phenomena in the education of Latino and bicultural students is their
overrepresentation in special education programs, particularly when subaltern and special
education statuses are correlated with increased disciplinary rates (U.S. Department of Education
Office for Civil Rights, 2014). The subjective nature of special education classification (Ferri &
Connor, 2005) and the overwhelming cultural disconnect as the result of a majority female
Euroamerican teacher workforce means that Latino students continue to be overrepresented in
special education programs (Guiberson, 2009). Of additional note here is research that has found
that school districts that were predominately Euroamerican had higher percentages of bicultural
students in special education than districts with similar numbers of bicultural and Euroamerican
students (Togut, 2011).
These findings suggested that Latino students face a series of barriers that impede their
success. In her work, Darder (1995) has identified the following obstacles to Latino students’
success: (a) cultural conflicts between the school and home, (b) language difference, (c)
insufficient role models for students of color, (d) lack of pedagogical knowledge about Latino
children, (e) and questionable use of expulsion and other disciplinary actions. These themes
along with data on the underachievement of Latino students indicated a need for new and distinct
strategies to address the chronic struggle of this ever-present and growing cultural group.
Absence of Latino Male Latino Teachers
Less than 7% of public school teachers are Latino, with a far lower number of Latino
males than their female counterparts (Saenz & Ponjuan, 2011). This absence of Latino educators,
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especially male educators, is unfortunate given that research suggests that bicultural teachers
may be better equipped to meet the learning and mentoring needs of bicultural students (Zapata,
1988). Gomez et al. (2008) suggested that Latino teachers might be more aware than their
Euroamerican colleagues of the unjust schooling practices that affect bicultural students.
Regrettably, studies on bicultural teachers and their attrition have tended to primarily focus on
female teachers, leaving bicultural males a severely understudied population (Gomez et al.,
2008).
One such solution in the education of Latino students is the recruitment and retention of
critical bicultural pedagogues, especially bicultural males, to address the academic and bicultural
needs of Latino boys. Egalite, Kisida, and Winters (2015) have suggested that the
underrepresentation of bicultural teachers in schools could be a contributing factor in the racial
test score gap. Regrettably, bicultural male teachers comprise the smallest subgroup of public
school teachers in the United States and are among the group with the highest rate of turnover
(Ingersoll & May, 2011).
Teacher Attrition
Retention in teaching can be traced to a common root: the low stature and social standing
of the teaching occupation.
-Richard M. Ingersoll (2005)
While teaching continues to suffer from a low social status (Ingersoll, 2005), and recent
neoliberal education reforms have labeled teachers the scapegoat (Prado & Montez de Oca,
2014), creating a highly contentious work environment, the research on attrition paints a
complex picture as to the reasons educators leave the classroom. Teacher attrition—the loss of
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classroom educators to other careers, employment, or careers within education but outside the
classroom—has been a popular phenomenon of discussion in education since Richard Ingersoll
(2001) reported data from the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) and the Teacher Follow-up
Survey (TFS) conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). As a
consequence, a subsequent numerical rounding-up by the National Commission on Teaching and
America’s Future (NCTAF, 2003) resulted in the oft-cited 50% attrition rate frequently used in
discussions about the phenomena (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011). In reality, the actual estimate of
46% compares favorably to similar rates of attrition in comparable careers (Harris & Adams,
2007).
This literature in the field suggests that, historically, systemic concerns about teacher
attrition have long plagued public education in the urban context. This is particularly linked to a
teacher workforce predominately staffed by Euroamerican females who, if current trends hold,
will continue to make up over 80% of the total teacher workforce (Ingersoll & Merrill, 2010).
The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future [NCTAF] (2003), for
example, positioned teacher attrition as an increasing concern in providing an equitable
education to K–12 students. Costing an estimated $7.3 billion a year, this phenomenon increases
the burden of local and state districts during their budgetary process. These figures are
particularly important to policymakers, as teacher salaries comprise the largest expenditure of
districts budgets (Webb & Norton, 2013). Thus, teacher attrition is as much a financial issue as a
pedagogical one.
National data state that half of the attrition among teachers is attributed to leavers and the
other half to moving from one school to the other (Ingersoll, 2001). Some studies indicate a
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decline in teacher attrition, for example, in Illinois since the 1970s (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011),
and New York City middle schools since 2010 (Marinell & Coca, 2013). Consequently, national
trends do not always mirror district trends. What the available data does cite consistently is that
beginning and alternately certified teachers are the most likely to leave the profession; especially
those who are Euroamerican, female, young, and married with children, and that starting age is a
significant predictor of retention (Allensworth et al., 2009; Borman & Dowling, 2008; Sass,
Flores, Claeys, & Perez, 2012). Conversely, teachers with more extensive preservice preparation
have been linked with increased retention rates (Henke, Chen, & Geis, 2000).
Types of Attrition
A review of the literature points to three groups that are consistently referenced: (a)
movers: those who leave a school to work within a district, state, or other state; (b) leavers: those
who leave the classroom for other opportunities within education, or other careers; and (c)
returners: those who returned, who are also the least studied of all groups because of the
difficulty in tracking data, as well as the group that undermines the attrition data and subsequent
crises attributed to it.
Research into movers and leavers tends to change across contextual environments as the
ability to track employees across districts, states, and careers continues to prove elusive. For
example, a study on Chicago Public Schools (CPS) suggested that one-third to one-half of their
teachers transferred from one CPS school to another (Allensworth et al., 2009). While a Georgia
study attributed 63% of its change to movers within a district (Scafidi, Sjoquist, & Stinebrickner,
2007). Nationally, the SASS only follows teachers for one year, and does not track teachers
returning to the profession, while states cannot track teachers that left their state for work in
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other states (DeAngelis & Presley, 2011). Yet, NCES figures have indicated that of the 3,380,300
public school teachers who were teaching during the 2007–2008 school year, 84% stayed at the
same school, 7.6% moved to a different school, and 8% left the profession during the following
year (Keigher, 2010).
Movers. According to the Alliance for Excellent Education (AEE) (2014), about 13% of
the American workforce of 3.4 million public school teachers either moves (227,016) or leaves
(230,122) the profession each year. An examination of regional data in Illinois mirrored the
national ratio, with 40% of teachers moving to other schools within a district (DeAngelis &
Presley, 2011). A similar Georgia study found that teachers were more likely to move within and
across a district with lower test scores and a higher proportion of minority students (Scafidi et al.,
2007). Movers are difficult to track if they move to another school district or private school,
which in turn can cause them to be categorized as leavers. In a North Carolina study Ladd (2011)
suggested that movers can depict overstated attrition rates. Marinell and Coca (2013) found that
while the least experienced teachers left first, many did not leave teaching but instead left the
district or changed grade levels, with the average teacher remaining in a school for less than
three years.
Returners. One of the least-mentioned variable groups are those who have left the
profession and subsequently returned. These teachers, while difficult to track, can make up a
significant portion of those who leave the profession within their first five years. Research on
Illinois found that from 25% to 33% of teachers who leave actually return, making a district’s net
loss, more accurately, anywhere from 20% to 40% instead of 27% to 44% (DeAngelis & Presley,
2011). According to national figures 35% of the 45,663 bicultural teachers who entered the
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profession in 2003/2004 were former teachers (Ingersoll & May, 2011). Contrary to national
data, local and state district data appear to offer a more accurate depiction of attrition rates, in
that there is a greater wealth of information at that level due to a greater ability to track their
teachers.
School Conditions and Attrition
Why do teachers leave, move, or return? Across the literature, the greatest variable on
teacher attrition are school conditions (Alber Shanker Institute, 2015; Allensworth et al., 2009;
Borman & Dowling, 2008; DeAngelis & Presley, 2011; Fairchild et al., 2012; Kissel et al., 2006;
Ladd, 2011; Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005; Sass et al., 2012). These conditions
include opportunities for collaboration, administrative support, class enrollment size, teacher
input on school-wide decisions, teacher-parent relationships, and teacher autonomy. For
example, Loeb and Darling-Hammond (2005) stated that the strongest predictor of teacher
turnover in California were teacher ratings of school conditions, and that a class size over 33
students or more is a significant variable. Additionally, Ingersoll and May (2011) found
collective faculty decision-making and instructional autonomy to be two of the strongest
organizational factors affecting attrition.
Comparably, a case study of Chicago Public Schools (CPS) found that school climate
explained over 75% of teacher stability rates, and found that teachers were most likely to remain
in schools where they viewed their colleagues as partners, and had high levels of influence over
school decisions (Allensworth et al., 2009). This was similar to Ladd (2011), who also found
time for collaboration and planning to be an important factor in a teacher’s decision to leave.
Nieto (2003), in a study of successful teachers of bicultural students, found that spaces for
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dialogue and collaboration, and support for these teachers was crucial for their retention. Further
analysis of national SASS data concurred with these findings and proposed that the amount of
influence teachers had over school policy was an important factor in retention (Ingersoll & May,
2011; Jackson, 2012).
Another important variable of school conditions is the quality of leadership and support
by a school’s administration (Feng, 2009; Marinell & Coca, 2013; Scafidi et al., 2007), with one
study (Boyd et al., 2011) finding teachers’ perception of their administrator to be the most
influential factor. Indeed, the role of the administrator has become even a more prominent factor
in the accountability era, which several studies have indicated increases pressures on teachers
and ultimately contributes to their eventual attrition, a ratio even more pronounced in high
schools, where standardized testing is more prevalent (Allensworth et al., 2009; Ingersoll & May,
2011; Sass et al., 2012).
Lastly, a sometimes-forgotten element of school conditions is the infrastructure of the
school. With a historically inequitable system of funding, schools that primarily serve bicultural
students are more likely to be suffering from an outdated, underfunded, and inadequate
infrastructure (Affeldt, 2015; Crampton, Thompson, & Vesely, 2004; Hunter, 2009; Kozol,
1992). While the challenges of an outdated infrastructure do not appear to be a primary factor in
the attrition of teachers, they surely create unnecessary obstacles in their daily work.
Race and Culture in Attrition Data
A disturbing trend in the research on teacher attrition is the link between high levels of
attrition for teachers in high poverty areas (Kissel et al., 2006), with attrition over rates 50%
higher than in urban versus suburban schools (Ingersoll, 2001). This is an alarming ratio when
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considering that teachers in high-poverty, high-minority, and urban schools reported a greater
dissatisfaction with their school conditions (Ingersoll & May, 2011). Both national, state, and
district data have indicated that these schools suffer from the greatest attrition rates of all public
schools in the country (Feng, 2009; Hanushek, Kain, & Rivkin, 2004; Scafidi et al., 2007).
Of prominent concern are findings that these attrition levels increased when a teacher’s
race was included as a variable, with Euroamerican teachers exhibiting the highest attrition rates
(Allensworth et al., 2009; Feng, 2009; Ingersoll, Merrill, & May, 2012; Quartz et al., 2008). For
instance movers have been found to seek placement in schools where their own demographic
mirrors that of the students (Ingersoll & May, 2011; Marinell & Coca, 2013). Allensworth et al.'s
(2009) study of Chicago Public Schools (CPS) found that Euroamerican and Latino teachers
were 5% less likely to remain in schools predominately populated by African American students,
and that these two groups were more likely to remain in schools that were integrated, or
predominately Latino. Kissel et al. (2006) reasoned that this has to do with a lack of exposure to
other cultures. However, when studies using both local and national data added teaching
conditions to predictive models, they considered race to be a much less prominent factor,
suggesting that working conditions should be considered in tandem with demographic data, a
variable these studies often fail to control for (Ladd, 2011; Loeb et al., 2005).
In conclusion, a review of the literature on teacher attrition has indicated that attrition is a
legitimate, ever-present issue in education. What is evident from the literature is the role school
conditions play as a major reason behind attrition, especially in the urban bicultural public high
school context. The data also indicated, not surprisingly, that bicultural students were the ones
that suffer most because of teacher attrition, with the scarcity of bicultural teachers as an
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important factor. Ingersoll and May (2011) posited three arguments as to why racial mismatch is
detrimental: (a) demographic purity: students deserve both minority and White role models; (b)
cultural synchronicity: the knowledge and experiences race congruent teachers and students
share; and (c) humanistic concerns: the commitment minority teachers have towards the
education of minority students, as witnessed by the greater retention rates of bicultural teachers
in schools primarily attended by bicultural students. They further stated that in order to address
chronic minority student underachievement, a greater emphasis on minority teachers and the
conditions that led to their departure must be investigated.
Bicultural Teachers
In contrast, many teachers of color struggle with knowing too much. Because our
backgrounds often parallel those of our students, the issues in our classrooms hit us more
personally.
-Amanda Machado, Why Teachers of Color Quit,
The Atlantic
Bicultural teachers make up only a small portion of the total teacher workforce in the
United States: 7.9% African American, 6.2% Hispanic, 1.3% Asian, and .7% multiple races
(NCES, 2004). This is compounded by an attrition rate of (19.4%), higher than their White
colleagues (16.4 %) (Teacher Follow-Up Study [TFS] administered by the National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2005). Meanwhile, bicultural students made up over 40% of the public
school population (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], Statistics, 2005), a figure
that will continue to increase, given that the bicultural population of the United States has almost
doubled, from 20.1% in 1980, to 34.9% in 2010, with estimates of 38.9% by 2020 (Department
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of Commerce, Census Bureau [BOC] 2014). And these figures can be much higher in urban
centers in which large Latino populations reside.
Currently, there exists a predominately White teacher workforce where 79% of teachers
are White; this is in contrast to a bicultural teacher population of only 17%, (Merseth, Sommer,
& Dickstein, 2008). As such, the probability that students will not have opportunities to learn
from a bicultural teacher becomes an ever-increasing possibility. And although longitudinal data
on teacher turnover of bicultural teachers have shown a 28% increase from 1980s to 2009
(Ingersoll, & May, 2011), these teachers are leaving the profession 24% percent more often than
their Euroamerican colleagues.
Bicultural Teacher Attrition
The Department of Education research on general teacher attrition posited various
categories for teacher attrition for public school teachers including contracts that were not
renewed, 10.7%, personal life factors, 26.2%, assignment and credential factors, 7.5%, salary
and benefits, 4%, classroom factors 1.8%, school factors, 16.1%, student performance factors,
1.6%, and other factors, 32% (Keigher, 2010). Yet, an examination of the emerging literature on
bicultural teacher attrition suggested a different focus; one that concentrates on the interaction of
race, culture, and class among bicultural teachers, and how these themes manifest or impact
professional commitments of bicultural teachers (Achinstein et al., 2010).
Achinstein et al.’s (2010), review of the literature on the attrition of bicultural teachers
identified dedication and humanistic commitment to be the second most important concern of
bicultural teachers behind job security. Humanistic commitments are described as concerns with
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school policies, curriculum, multicultural education, support, and oversight, which impede a
bicultural teacher’s ability to give back to his/her community. The authors further stated:
If additional research validates a pattern of humanistic commitments linked to retention,
it would suggest that diversity in the profession can be bolstered by policies and
programs that call on these commitments to serve and that provide support and
opportunities to advance the educational interests of students of color.
(Achinstein et al.’s p. 96)
Bicultural teachers also link humanistic commitments to teaching a culturally relevant
curriculum that is empowering, as well as addressing issues of race, class, and inequality, beyond
what has been mandated by districts (Achinstein et al., 2010; Borman & Dowling, 2008; Gomez
et al., 2008; Lewis, 2006; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). These commitments are echoed by Delpit
(1988), who stated that African American educators enter the classroom with an understanding of
what it means to be denied the right to learn, and feel a responsibility towards these students to
teach them the explicit “culture of power.” Nieto (2003) furthered this argument by stating that
talented teachers of bicultural students had a fundamental belief in their students, and social
justice as their primary motivation, which allowed them to have faith in their student’s success in
spite of conventional messages to the contrary.
Borman and Dowling (2008) reasoned, “attrition appears to be influenced by a number of
personal and professional factors” (p. 396) and that “characteristics of teachers’ work conditions
are more salient for predicting attrition than previously noted” (p. 398). Nieto (2003) has
deduced that for successful teachers of bicultural students, hope and support are two of the most
important factors in their continuity, for without these measures critical pedagogues are isolated
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and alienated. Chang and Davis (2009) have stated that the caring of students requires emotional
understanding and management, indicating that a failure to support the emotional aspects of
teaching and their specific goals could aid to their attrition, especially in light of a system of
schooling that provides structural conditions that preclude caring relationships (Nieto, 2003).
Bicultural teacher attrition differs across gender, culture, and context. One study found
that African American teachers were more likely to leave the profession, while Latino teachers
were more likely to transfer (Feng, 2009). Additional findings indicated that bicultural male
teachers were 50% more likely to depart than bicultural female teachers—making them among
the highest movers and leavers in the profession—while Euroamerican teachers exhibited no
differences across gender (Ingersoll & May, 2011). This national study also found that bicultural
teachers left small schools at higher rates; however these findings resemble those from a Chicago
Public Schools study that similarly found that small schools had higher attrition rates, most likely
due to the added burdens stemming from fewer resources and poor school conditions
(Allensworth et al., 2009).
Importance of Bicultural Teachers
Research on the importance of bicultural teachers to impact the academic outcomes of
bicultural students has yielded mixed results. However, the link between racial congruence and
student achievement continues to be an understudied phenomenon. Limited sets of studies have
discovered a correlation between favorable student achievement and the racial congruence of
teachers (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2010; Dee, 2005; Egalite et al., 2015; Meier, Wrinkle, &
Polinard, 1999; Ouazad, 2008; Pitts, 2007). Some research findings have shown more positive
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perceptions by teachers on classroom behavior and engagement when there is racial congruence
(Dee, 2005; McGrady & Reynolds, 2013).
One study, for example, examined how teachers graded across culture and found that
teachers gave better subjective assessment grades to students of their own race (Ouazad, 2008).
An analysis of the landmark National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 found that teacher
perception of their students was greatly influenced if they shared the same race and gender,
meaning racial and gender mismatching led to negative student perceptions (Dee, 2005).
Much of the literature on bicultural teachers has suggested their importance as role
models for minority and nonminority students alike. Villegas and Irvine (2010) described the
importance of bicultural teachers as “cultural synchronicity” and asserted that this ability may
assist in bridging the cultural divide between home and school. Gloria Ladson-Billings (2009),
stated that the cultural knowledge possessed by bicultural teachers allowed them to create
lessons that valued minority students’ backgrounds and use such knowledge to create a
pedagogical advantage. Pitts (2007) theorized that since most minority cultures are collectivist
versus the individualistic emphasis of the dominant culture, cultural learning and teaching styles
would be different; and that racial congruency leads to fewer bicultural students dropping out
and, thus more of these students graduating.
Achinstein et al.’s (2010) review of bicultural teacher attrition found that bicultural
teachers felt a commitment to teaching a culturally relevant pedagogy, a commitment that could
contribute to bicultural teachers remaining in urban schools at higher rates than their
Euroamerican peers. Further research has found that bicultural teachers sought to return to serve
as mentors and give back to bicultural communities (Lynn, 2006; Simmons, 2010). These
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teachers have been found to follow the financial incentives provided by wealthier suburban
schools once adequate experience has been gained in urban schools (Nieto, 2003). Indeed,
studies have shown that bicultural teachers seek placement and stay in urban schools heavily
populated by students of color (Ingersoll & May, 2011).
Furthermore, Irvine (2003) claimed three central positions related to the importance of a
diversified teacher force, noting that teachers must serve as cultural translators in the classroom,
have high expectations for their students and advocate for them, and provide a culturally based
teaching approach for the classroom. Milner and Sleeter (2011) echoed this point by stating that
these teachers are more likely to understand cultural references and problems their students face
because they once faced similar issues. Howard (2002) warned of a lack of attention being paid
to the perspectives of bicultural students and the need for culturally committed and caring
teachers who are familiar with the cultural context of their students.
For Villegas and Clewall (1998), the importance of bicultural teachers transcends the
teaching of bicultural students; they stated, “By seeing people of color in professional roles,
White students are helped to dispel myths of racial inferiority and incompetence that they may
come to internalize about people of color” (pp. 121–122). With this in mind, Ladson-Billings
(2009), in her seminal work Dreamkeepers, suggested that teacher education must seek
candidates that have known struggle and have points of empathy in order to connect with
bicultural students. This would also give credence to Umbach’s (2006) finding that Native
American and African American university professors interacted, reflected, and collaborated
more with students of color than their Euroamerican peers.
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Concerns extend to the issue of justice and school leadership. Disturbingly, Grissom and
Keiser (2011) found that teachers supervised by principles granted better organizational benefits,
including pay, support, autonomy, and recognition to teachers of the same culture. The study also
found that in general that these findings were more relevant to African American than
Euroamerican teachers, with the latter receiving approximately $540 more in supplemental pay.
This is a worrisome finding given that Euroamerican principals supervises 84% of Euroamerican
teachers, while African American principals supervise only 44% of African American teachers.
Lastly, this study also found that teachers are more likely to move to schools run by
administrators of their own race.
The Experience of Bicultural Teachers as Students
Research and popular literature states that one teaches as he/she was taught (Kennedy,
1999), indicating that an important aspect in the formation of bicultural male teachers is their
own lived experience as students in the classroom. The formation of bicultural teachers is not
limited, then, to teacher preparation; it begins with the education that future teachers have
experienced as students themselves. In fact, several of the studies reviewed point to the high
underachievement of bicultural males as one of the reasons for their underrepresentation as
teachers (Pabon et al., 2011; Saenz & Ponjuan, 2011). As students, bicultural teachers
encountered the same hegemonic forces that often become the motivation to pursue a career in
education (Delpit, 1988; Nieto, 2003; Philip et al., 2014; Pitts, 2007; Ponte, 2012).
In a culture that often asserts itself as postracial (Perry, 2011), displays of prejudice or
microaggression have become increasingly subconscious or unconscious in contrast to previous
explicit displays of intolerance. Research has suggested that these microaggressions—subtle
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insults (verbal, nonverbal, and/or visual) directed toward people of color—often automatically or
unconsciously permeate the educational milieu (Kohli & Solorzano, 2012; Solorzano, Ceja, &
Yosso, 2000). Covert in nature, these microaggressions can be internalized by victims, who may
lack conscious comprehension that they have endured racialized social aggression in the first
place.
Research on microaggressions has depicted a rich narrative of experiences by bicultural
students and educators. These experiences continually weigh on students in their construction of
a bicultural identity and the development of their voice (Darder 2012; Kohli & Solorzano 2012),
causing students to view their own culture as inferior and forcing them to find ways to conform
to the popular hegemonic conceptions of acceptable ethnic identity according to the current
hegemonic model of U.S. schooling.
The projected and experienced trauma of bicultural teachers. While the
physiological and psychological effects of trauma experienced by students and teachers have
begun to elicit the attention of researchers (Baum, Rahav, & Sharon, 2014; Motta, 2012; Burke,
Hellman, Scott, Weems, & Carrion, 2011; Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2015; Wagner,
Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 2005), the effects of racism, prejudice, and discrimination
of subaltern students and teachers resultant phenomena continues to be an understudied area of
study. Instead, studies continue to blame economic class and family individuals, in lieu of
systemic critiques. Nevertheless, such research has begun to unearth the outcomes of such
trauma.
For example, neurological research has shown that traumatized youth strongly develop
fear and survival responses as a result of their experiences, leaving them in a state of anxiety and
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hyperawareness that makes it difficult to concentrate and listen in the classroom, aditionally
leaving them prone to outburst (Child Welfare Gateway, 2015). Addtionally, two out of
five students with emotional or behavioral disorders, such as severe depression or aggressive
behavior, dropout of high school, and subsquently within four years after high school, three out
of five are arrested (Wagner et al., 2005). All the while, teacher preparation programs contiunue
to ignore these phenomena, leaving educators without the proper tools to address them in the
classroom, further increasing teacher stress and profesional self-concepts.
Practices that Impact Bicultural Teacher Attrition
The preparation of future teachers is one of the most crucial moments for understanding
the difficulties that schools in the United States, Canada, and United Kingdom have in retaining
bicultural male teachers. The literature exhibits crucial gaps between discussions of teacher
preparation and teacher attrition, too often failing to acknowledge their interconnected nature.
Subsequent attempts to ameliorate bicultural teacher attrition must begin with addressing the
flaws in teacher preparation programs, particularly their inability to prepare teachers to work
with bicultural students and their role in forcing Eurocentric ideologies (Darder, 1995). Schools,
be they K–12 or higher education institutions, are environments that, as Giroux (1998) has
asserted, “condition subordination, conformity, and discipline [and] replace development of
critical thinking” (p. 51).
Education of bicultural teachers. The existing literature on bicultural teacher education
has suggested that while the value and importance of bicultural teachers is mostly uncontested,
teacher preparation programs by and large have failed and continue to inadequately acknowledge
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the strengths and pedagogical needs of future bicultural teachers (Hobson-Horton & Owens,
2004; Hollins & Torres-Guzman, 2005; Pollock, Deckman, Mira, & Shalaby, 2010).
As a result, teacher education programs are geared toward their Euroamerican students
with a program of study that mirrors the present K–12 curriculum, ignoring the complexities of
the distinct cultures that bicultural teachers bring to an educational environment (Achinstein &
Aguirre, 2008; Hollins, 2011; Hollins & Torres-Guzman, 2005; Matias, 2013; Milner, 2007;
Villegas & Davis, 2007). These programs expose a one-dimensional and simplified one-size-fitsall approach toward cultural differences (Nieto, 2003) and do little to contest embedded notions
of privilege, or a missionary mentality (Philip et al., 2014). Among the issues facing teacher
education programs in preparing bicultural teachers is that of ensuring the conditions for these
educators to navigate racial identity within school contexts (Matias, 2013; Philip, 2011) or
acknowledging the distinctive goals, missions, decision-making processes, and pedagogical
styles that are distinct from their Euroamerican counterparts (Milner, 2007).
Research has suggested that a failure of teacher education programs is to interrogate
commonly accepted ideas about the teacher and prepare bicultural teachers to teach in a work
context dominated demographically by Euroamerican females (Lee, 2013). Darder (1995)
furthers spoke to this point by arguing that teacher preparation programs fail to engage critically
with issues of race, gender, and class, and to establish culturally democratic educational
environments. In combination with a lack of analysis at the cost of privilege on the part of
Euroamerican teacher candidates, teacher preparation programs have, wittingly or unwittingly,
perpetuated the view that bicultural teachers who pursue an emancipatory and culturally relevant
education are “radicals” or extremists (Milner, 2007). The omission of teacher education

	
  

65

programs to acknowledge the cultural differences and oppressed history of all bicultural teachers
additionally prohibits their ability to identify with other bicultural teachers, in the face of
prejudice and oppression, which further silences their voices and cultural perspectives (Kohli &
Solorzano, 2012).
Similarly, a common essentializing misperception is that all bicultural teachers are
inherently equipped to work with bicultural students based on their own common culture
(Brown, 2012; Kohli, 2012). Woodson’s (1972) concern for African American educators in the
early 1900s seems as poignant now as it did when it was first written:
With “mis-educated Negroes” in control themselves, however, it is doubtful that the
system would be very much different from what it is or that it would rapidly undergo
change. The Negroes thus placed in charge would be the products of the same system and
would show no more conception of the task at hand than do the Whites who have
educated them and shaped their minds as they would have them function. Negro
educators of today may have more sympathy and interest in the race than the Whites now
exploiting Negro institutions as educators, but the former have no more vision than their
competitors. Taught from books of the same bias, trained by Caucasians of the same
prejudices or by Negroes of enslaved minds, one generation of Negro teachers after
another have served for no higher purpose than to do what they are told to do.
(p. 23)
The failure to acknowledge a bicultural teacher candidate’s particular identity and how complex
factors such as internalized racism, sexual orientation, socioeconomic background, cultural
identity and response patterns, and gender influence an individual’s conception of self beyond
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his/her cultural group, limits our understanding of ourselves and others (Ellison, 2011; HipolitoDelgado, 2010; Perez-Huber, Johnson, & Kohli, 2006).
Research in education has demonstrated how it continues to be unsuccessful in engaging
prospective teachers in dialogue and analysis of how their own cultural backgrounds affect
students who are alike and unalike them culturally, beyond the traditional “one and done”
multicultural education course (Nieto, 2003). Nor does it take into account how bicultural
student and teacher identity construction differs from Euroamerican identity construction
(Darder, 1991, 2012; Phinney, 2006); thusly, failing to assist bicultural students in their process
of biculturalization. The failures of teacher education are not limited to the education of
bicultural teachers, however, but also impact the education of Euroamerican teachers who will
share the educational contexts and classroom spaces that bicultural teachers will occupy.
Contrasted with education of Euroamerican teachers. Critical bicultural teachers view
themselves as culturally relevant educators—the profession is more than a job, but an important
moral responsibility (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Ochoa, 2007). This is in contrast to both teachers of
color and Euroamerican teachers who have failed to examine the effects of cultural hegemony
and asymmetrical relations of power on how they view the world and their lives.
Matias (2013) surmised that teacher preparation programs continually fail to investigate
and interrogate the privilege and status of Euroamerican teachers as a dominant cultural group,
especially in relation to the education of bicultural children, thus, recycling structures of White
supremacy often times unknowingly. Vavrus (2009) further argued that such programs limit
discussions of gender under heteronormative boundaries. The literature also indicates that
Euroamerican teachers are more likely to leave their preservice education programs with the
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same or similar beliefs about ethnic and cultural differences with which they entered (McIntosh,
1990; Picower, 2009; Schultz, Jones-Walker, & Chikkatur, 2008; Swalwell, 2012; Whiting, &
Cutri, 2015). Unchanged by teacher preparation programs (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005),
Euroamerican preservice teachers have shown to be resistant to multicultural education courses
and to the importance of other cultures as a central role to the education of bicultural students.
Consequently, they blindly replicate an oppressive hidden curriculum and misjudge bicultural
students’ rejection of this curriculum as unruly students without a desire to learn.
Indeed, research has demonstrated that Euroamerican teachers are less comfortable with
African American and Latino students, scoring 2.67 and 2.38, respectively, out of a 5-point scale,
with a score of 1 being least comfortable and a 5 being most comfortable (Hampton, Peng, &
Ann, 2008). These findings indicated that Euroamerican teachers had half of the comfort levels
with bicultural students as they did with privileged White suburban, middle-class students. This
suggests that students of color are often taught through a Euroamerican pedagogical perspective
and a culturally hegemonic and deficit-laden curriculum.
Research has posited that the major challenge teacher preparation programs face when
preparing Euroamerican teachers for the bicultural classroom student context is an inability to
engage prospective teachers in an introspection of their own privilege and the hegemony of their
commonsensical cultural beliefs. Often using techniques such as silencing, Euroamerican
teachers actively contest the existence of hegemonic forces or privilege (Amos, 2010). Silencing
occurs, as stated previously, when issues of difference become too demanding, conflict-ridden,
and contentious (Matias, 2013; Nieto, 2003). Recent studies have argued the importance of
attracting high caliber candidates to education (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Ladson-Billings,
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2009) who have not only excelled in their own education but also experienced challenges in their
lives—a factor that assists them in finding entry points of empathy when engaging the lives of
their students.
Within teacher education geared toward social justice, there is a need for these programs
to create the conditions for Euroamerican teachers to examine their own cultural beliefs and
values (Ellison, 2011; Heinze & DeCandia, 2011; Michelli & Keiser, 2005; Milner, 2007;
Phinney, 2006; Solomon, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell, 2005), in order to address the color
blindness or dysconscious racism that King (1991) has described as the “uncritical habit of mind,
including perceptions, attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs) that justifies inequity and exploitation
by accepting the existing order of things as given” (p. 35). Graves’s (2014) work has attested that
most teachers have little knowledge or experience with the lives of diverse students; and that
teachers who have a better sense of self and their own culture have higher self-efficacy in their
ability to teach in a culturally responsive way.	
  
Lucas (2005) has suggested that teacher education programs should: (a) acknowledge
that the development of self-awareness is a complex process, which includes multiple ways of
seeing and interpreting the world; (b) help students understand that one’s worldview is shaped by
factors such as race, ethnicity, class, and gender; (c) engage future teachers in a critical
examination of their own values, assumptions, and biases; (d) assist teachers in learning about
the particular cultures of the community and the people with whom they will be working; (e)
become knowledgeable of the history and the current social and political situation of the
community; and (f) understand the dynamics of power in individual social interactions and in
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larger society, in order to critically examine privilege, social inequality, and minority group
membership.
Unfortunately, many of the suggestions posited by bicultural theorists have been ignored
and continue to not be properly addressed in most teacher education programs. In response to the
professionalization of teachers as the result of NCLB (No Child Left Behind, 2001), teacher
preparation programs have become cash cows for university school of education (National
Commission on Teaching and America's Future [NCATF], 2003; Oakes, Rogers, & Lipton,
2006). However, while increasing in numbers, teacher preparation programs continue to favor a
best practices approach, focusing on education gaps, dropouts rates, and other symptoms of
structural inequity, without a serious focus on disrupting inequitable systems of power
demanding unattainable measures of perfection (Matias, 2013; Philip et al., 2014). Teacher
education must shift its focus from questions of what and how, to questions of why the inequities
exist in the first place (Nieto, 2003).
This is so even in those programs that profess to use a multicultural education course
format or appropriate the moniker of social justice, isolate ideological discussions of race,
culture, and class, without regard to the practical implications and tangible life experiences of
preservice teacher candidates (Gonzalez & Soltero, 2011; Pollock et al., 2010). Noel (2010) has
posited a solution to this disregard by explaining, “Moving teacher education into urban schools
and communities, pre-service teachers and faculty would better understand the realities of urban
education, including the social, political, and economic conditions, impacting the lives and
education of urban children and their families” (p. 12). Such contextual instruction would
include collaborative approaches to teaching that support partnerships between overrepresented
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and underrepresented groups and that can lead to transformative, engaged, and culturally relevant
experiences (Noel, 2013), beyond the traditional journal narrative commonly used in the
traditional teacher education curricula (Fasching-Varner & Seriki, 2012; Keyes & Gregg, 2001).
The failure, moreover of prospective Euroamerican teachers to interrogate their own status as
members of the culture of power (Delpit, 1995), results in a perpetuation of the hegemonic
culture of schooling, which inhabits the power structures in education. Hence, becoming a
culturally responsive teacher is more than learning about cultures; it is a process for living racial
justice and sustaining healthy cultural identity development (Matias, 2013).
Bicultural Tensions linked to cultural and linguistic differences: In order for an
educator to be successful, he or she must first have a commitment to work with students, and/or
the school itself must recognize the importance of developing this commitment (Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2012). Both bicultural and Euroamerican teachers would additionally benefit from
greater understanding of the academic and social needs of bicultural students. Although the
concept of race is a socially constructed phenomenon, the effects of this social construction in
the form of racism, prejudice, and discrimination are materially real and form a large part of the
lived experiences for bicultural persons (Phinney, 2006). It is of critical importance that
educators have both an understanding of race as a societal construct and an appreciation and
understanding of the culture that students bring with them into the classroom. As Matias (2013)
has elucidated, “Without racial analysis of the purpose, positioning, and liberating employment
of culturally responsive teaching, we inadvertently silence the main societal problems of
education” (p. 77).
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An understanding of culture, however evolved, needs to be scaffold, as Darder (1991,
2012) has argued, with a substantive understanding of how culture and power intersect,
producing forces of assimilation that impact the identity development of bicultural students, in
contrast to their monocultural peers. Such an understanding allows teachers to contextualize the
collective home culture of bicultural students within the individualistic Euroamerican culture that
shapes mainstream schools and professional environments (Phinney, 2006).
It is of vital importance that teachers understand how these two cultural forces—one
collective, and the other more individualistic—pull bicultural students in different directions and
create a more complex process of identity construction. Latinos, as the texts of Eugenio Maria de
Hostos (1989) (written over 100 years ago) attested, view the purpose of education as the
betterment of the community as a whole, not just the individual. As such, subaltern Latino
students are consistently interacting with dominant societal structures that produce varying levels
of cultural conflict and dissonance that result in a variety of cultural response patterns, as
discussed earlier (Darder, 1995). This is of particular importance for Latino male students, of
whom all research has suggested lack the resources to negotiate aspects of their identity and
exhibit lower measures of ethnic identity development than Latina female students (UmañaTaylor et al., 2009).
Similarly, for researchers (Darder, 1991, 2012; Macedo, 2006; Nieto, 2002) engaging
questions of subordinate cultures, the issue of language is a significant pedagogical question that
must be considered central to the education of bicultural students. Hence, contrary to
stereotypical views, bicultural students benefit cognitively from their bilingual experience
(Cummins, 2012; Cummins, Mirza, & Stille, 2012; Danzak, 2011; Goldstein, 2002; Nicolay &
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Poncelet, 2013). Studies have also demonstrated how students’ native languages, from a deficit
view, have been used to categorize and essentialize bicultural students (Evans, 2015; Figueroa,
2005; Perez, Skiba, & Chung, 2008; Suárez-Orozco & Páez, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999). Teachers,
therefore, need to be made aware of bicultural/bilingual pedagogical concerns and approaches in
order to better aid bicultural students in developing their cultural identities and awakening their
bicultural voices (Darder 2012), instead of crippling their emerging self-concept and
marginalizing the cultural and linguistic strengths these students bring with them into the
classroom.
Cultural isolation and alienation of bicultural teachers. Darder (1995) presupposed
two issues in the hidden discourse about bicultural teachers: (a) the unacknowledged fear of
displacement by Euroamerican teachers and (b) the unexamined contextual issues that influence
the assimilative conditions under which bicultural teachers are both prepared and under which
they labor. These two factors are crucial in the argument for both recruiting and preparing critical
bicultural teachers. Moreover, they point to the lack of pedagogical and cultural freedom
afforded bicultural teachers in their efforts to critically educate bicultural students in their
classroom (Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008). This culture of isolation, under which bicultural
teachers labor, is so deeply embedded in the educational milieu that it isolates bicultural teachers
from different cultural backgrounds and inhibits them from forging relationships of support and
solidarity (Kohli, 2012). The bicultural male teacher, thus, sits at the crux of societal forces in
which his status as a bicultural subject is furthered mitigated by his gender within a femaledominated work setting. As such, the bicultural male is caught between three cultural hegemonic
forces: the Euroamerican, heterosexual, and patriarchal ideologies of power, which negatively
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impact their expression of masculinity (Brockenbrough, 2012b; Brown, 2012; Lara & Fránquiz,
2015; Torres & Gradilla, 2006).
The Latino Male Teacher
Frank’s cooperating teacher, may have been making assumptions about his potential
behavior based on media images of Latinos who are often depicted as engaging in
violence or as angry or dissolute persons
-Gomez, Rodriguez, and Agosto (2008)
The discussion here engages how gender, and its conception as a form of cultural,
masculine, and heterosexual hegemony creates unique challenges for the bicultural male
teacher—challenges often ignored with teacher preparation and in the practice of U.S. schooling.
A presupposition of this study is that recognition of these forces may assist in explaining why
bicultural male teachers leave at higher rates than other demographic teacher groups. Ingersoll
and May (2012) reported that while male teacher recruitment has increased over 26%, female
teachers have increased 76%, further reducing the male teaching population to one-fourth of the
total teacher workforce. Pertaining to gender, this is of concern due to the high ratio of
Euroamerican males that depart high minority schools (Feng, 2009; Hanushek et al., 2004;
Quartz et al., 2008), meaning bicultural students are the group most likely to not encounter
consistent male educators in their schooling. And although Latinos have better retention rates
than Euroamerican teachers (Sass et al., 2012), these rates are undermined by evidence
suggesting that bicultural males are more than twice as likely to leave the profession as bicultural
female counterparts (Kissel et al., 2006).
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Contrary to the popular belief that education is a male-dominated profession, there exists
a prevalence of female teachers and administrators in U.S. public K–12 schools (Gosse, 2011).
Martino (2010) argued that studies of male teachers are often framed within a discourse against
women’s progress toward equity and an ideology of feminism that is essentializing, reducing
men to dogmatic, reified representations (Gosse, 2011). It is thus important to acknowledge
males, and particularly Latinos, as an underrepresented and essentialized group in education,
without necessarily identifying them as oppressed subjects, as woman are in society as a whole
(Weaver-Hightower, 2011). Lara and Franquiz (2015) concluded that Latino male teacher
identities are placed at the intersection of masculinity, pedagogy, and racial subordination. This
review further rejects the notion that the feminization of teaching is damaging the profession
(Skelton, 2012), instead embracing the notion that essentialized conceptions of gender, race,
culture, and class that seek to generalize and categorize individuals to fit dominant culture, is, in
fact, the harmful component.
The literature on Latino male teachers, of course, is even more limited than that of
bicultural teachers, with a great deal of the current research being limited to particular bicultural
groups such as African American males. Few studies look at bicultural male teachers as a whole
group, while most concentrate on engaging current misconceptions and addressing the need for
more bicultural males in the profession. With this in mind, this review adopts the view that:
gender is fluid and performative (and intersecting with other aspects of subjectivity such
as ethnicity, social class, age and so forth). Gender is not seen as the property of bodies,
and rejects the notion that those discursively-ascribed “men teachers” automatically
perform masculinity. (Skelton, 2012, p. 2)
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The aim here is to avoid simplistic notions and assumptions related to why Latino male teachers
are needed, the value they bring to the classroom, and a tendency to essentialize all male
teachers.
Factors Affecting Latino Male Teacher Attrition
The complexity of men in education cannot be underestimated. On one hand, the
educational system is set up through the lens of the culture of power, primarily male, and
Euroamerican (Delpit, 1995), whose values are then interpreted and disseminated by
Euroamerican females (Hollins & Torres-Guzman, 2005). Accordingly, the Euroamerican female
teacher can at times adopt the role of power broker often denied to them in mainstream society,
conditioning students with a patriarchal, Eurocentric, and heterosexual perspective. An example
of this is found in Gomez’s (2008) qualitative study of three preservice Latino male teachers. The
study showed that these teachers’ perceptions contrasted substantively with their preservice,
mostly Euroamerican and female colleagues, leaving them angry, confused, and disillusioned. In
contrast, the female preservice teachers in this study stated that the Latino men displayed “anger
and were touchy” about certain issues, reinforcing popular stereotypes of Latino males as angry
and volatile. Hence, Latino male teachers often labor under a consistent stereotype threat and
under heteronormative conditions that are often in conflict with their own perceptions of self.
Hegemonic heterosexualization and masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity is a powerful
force that affects both male and female educators and reinforces patriarchal and colonial
ideologies reproduced within the curriculum, school policies, and the classroom
(Brockenbrough, 2012b). Male teachers face additional complexities within a female-dominated
career. As a product of societal constructions of hegemonic, heteronormative masculinity, the
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male teacher can also be uncritically expected to reinforce homophobic, misogynist pedagogical
relations within schools (Francis & Skelton, 2001). Hence, bicultural male teachers’ roles,
capacities, pedagogies, and expectations are continually set before they even enter the classroom
(Brown, 2012).
Hegemonic heterosexualization and masculinity posit that institutions are gendered, but
masculine domination of culture is not a natural phenomena; instead it has been, wittingly and
unwittingly, produced over the past century (Connell, 2008). Glucksmann (2000) argued that
gender divisions must be analyzed within total social organization of labor, seeing the home,
workplace, and other sites holistically. Hegemonic masculinity is seen through educational and
societal forces forcing men to be profit-seeking accumulators of wealth, traits heavily favored by
a neoliberal economy that favors organizational arrangements that construct individual
competition, while using practices related to performance management, goals, indicators, and
incentives (Connell, 2008). Similarly, Vavrus (2009) has argued that this political effort seeks to
impose a patriarchal heterosexual norm. As a result, the neoliberal labor environment
construction of hegemonic masculinity seeks individualism and competition as essential
components for both academic and financial success to be accepted as a proper man. Gender is
thus produced and reproduced through schools, neighborhoods, peer groups, dating patterns, and
homophobic speech and harassment, under a strict process of socialization that polices
acceptable behavior (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Lara & Franquiz, 2015).
The forces of hegemonic heterosexualization and masculinity socialize men under a set of
male-gender traits that include assertiveness, achieving status and power, individualism,
aggression, toughness, competition, stoicism, and an emotionally restricted nature (Torres et al.,
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2002). The pressure to conform to these traits continues to have disastrous effects on the male
population including flagging literacy rates, higher rates of suicide, incarceration, homelessness,
addiction, bad health, and life-risking behavior (Gosse, 2012). As a result, men suffer from a
gender role stress; and those who fail to live up to the traditional roles of masculinity experience
a conflict-related dissonance (Pleck, 1981).
A recurring theme in the literature on male gender identity construction is the negative
outcomes suffered because of the restriction of emotions, which lead men to self-medicate with
alcohol and other narcotics and avoid traditional mental health remedies that might consist of
talking about their feelings (Casas et al., 1994; Cervantes, 2005;Gosse, 2012). These narrow
social expectations delimit socially acceptable masculinities and can be the cause of negative
self-fulfilling prophecies, which suppress positive male identity construction (Gosse, 2012).
As a result of these expectations, women are thought to be innately better at teaching
because of an inherent sense of nurturing, given their ability to be mothers—thus, essentializing
women as better teachers because of their supposedly innate gender or feminine capacity for
caring, compassion, and gentleness (Gosse, 2012) and marginalizing male educators as
pedagogically inferior in this regard (Smedley, 1997).
Furthermore, male and female teachers have struggled to identify what a male teacher
should be (Jones, 2007). Frieire (2005) further warned, “One should never reduce teaching to
merely a feel-good process, particularly to a paternalistic nurting that takes the form of parental
coddling” (p. 6), which reduces teaching to parenting and devalues the rigorous intellectual and
emancipatory potential of teaching. Yet, all too often, both male and female teachers have held
and continue to hold stereotypical gender views (Carrington & McPhee, 2008), with men

	
  

78

expected to gravitate towards leadership roles in order to justify their masculinity and presence in
a perceived female profession, and woman desiring colleagues to resemble stereotypical
depictions of masculinity (Bristol, 2015; Jones, 2007; Lara & Franquiz, 2015; Parr & Gosse,
2011).
Due to the essentializing nature of hegemonic heterosexualization and the
heteronormative expectations that accompany it, men are often positioned as father figures that
must mitigate children’s’ emotional and social needs with respect to behavioral discipline or
classroom management (Gosse, 2011). The weight of these stereotypical expectations are often at
odds with a critical educator’s desire to transform a broken system. Being at the mercy of
cultural and heteronormative hegemonic pressures—further mitigated by the pedagogical
expectations placed on both sexes—greatly limits the pedagogical freedom of Latino males,
especially those who do not strictly conform to essentialized notions of prescribed masculine
thought and behavior. Marino and Kehler (2006) warned that the construction of the “boy crises”
often used to essentialize male teachers as father figures, is a manufactured crisis created to
induce a “moral panic” intended to reify hegemonic masculinities in schools.
Machismo: The positive and negative effects. While Latino male teachers labor under
many stereotypical depictions, none is greater than that of machismo. This stereotype classifies
Latino males negatively as aggressive, fearless, brave, authoritarian, sexually promiscuous,
heavy consumers of alcohol, emotionally restricted, sexist, and oppressive of both woman and
children, positively identifying them as also strong, honorable, and egalitarian protectors of
woman, children, and the less fortunate (Torres et al., 2002). While often linked to chauvinistic
values associated with men from any culture in the literature, machismo appears to be
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predominantly used to characterize the behavior of Latino males (Abalos, 2002; Félix-Ortiz,
Abreu, Briano, & Bowen, 2001).
Such depictions are often stereotypically contrasted with the ideology of Marianismo, a
concept that woman are morally and spiritually superior to men, and therefore better to endure
suffering as embodied in Latino culture through depictions of the Virgin Mary (Cervantes, 2005;
Stevens, 1973). Latino males are often strictly categorized under familiar Eurocentric male
gender norms, without taking into account culturally specific differences that exist. These
conceptions mean that Latino males are often burdened with stereotyped characteristics that may
have negative implications to their emotional, physical, and social well being, further requiring
them to mitigate gender role stress as they are confronted with male gender role demands of the
dominant culture, yet denied the same access to economic and political resources (Torres et al.,
2002).
Machismo is also a concept often rooted in deficit perspectives, yet according to Zinn
(1982), often fails to examine the political and economic forces that shape its construction, or the
implications of colonialism and capitalism in the maintenance of negative conceptions of
machismo (Abalos, 2002; Cervantes, 2005; De La Cancela, 1986; Lara & Fránquiz, 2015; Torres
& Gradilla, 2006). Furthermore, these limited depictions of machismo often fail to incorporate
positive aspects, such as family oriented, hard working, honorable, brave, proud, and interested
in the well being of others; all which encompass a more egalitarian dynamic (Torres et al., 2002).
More importantly, nurturing the positive aspects of machismo means that critically aware Latino
male teachers can better serve bicultural male students as positive cultural and gender mirrors
that students can aspire to, transcending debilitating stereotypes.
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Essentialized role model and solution. As a result of his gender, the Latino male
teacher’s importance in education has often been reduced to that of a role model and savior. In
some instances, as it is at times the case with African American males, a longstanding
stereotypical notion of their absence from the family unit makes them common targets of victimblaming, particularly with respect to the perceived crisis of African American boys
(Brockenbrough, 2012b; Brown, 2012; Rezai-Rashti & Martino, 2010). Moreover, such notions
within educational research and policy ignore and bypass the need for understanding bicultural
male educators, and often subjects us to simplistic and stereotypical perceptions tied to race and
gender, in that they fail to take into account the individual and communal complexities of
bicultural teachers, and therefore, subject the Latino male, in particular, to a crude narrative that
obscures real difference tied to larger hegemonic forces (Brown, 2012; Rezai-Rashti & Martino,
2010). The bicultural male, thus, is abstracted and distorted by essentialist perspectives, which
are often internalized and serve as a means to silence critical dialogue related to the negative
impact of cultural hegemony on their labor.
Often seen by policymakers as a panacea for the education of bicultural male students,
bicultural male teachers are expected to enact strict discipline and uncritical educational practice
of hegemony, which is thought to be what these male students of color most lack (Bristol, 2015;
Brockenbrough, 2012c; Brown, 2009; Brown, 2011; Brown, 2012; Jones, 2007). Consequently,
this prevents teachers from better understanding each individual as a unique human being, with
respect to his/her own individual talents and complexities and cultural strengths. Pressure to
conform to preconceived models of expected behavior adds yet another burden to the Latino
male’s pedagogical responsibilities. Laboring under such Eurocentric and patriarchal
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expectations, bicultural male teachers are often expected to comply with a cultural stereotype
(Brockenbrough, 2012c; Rezai-Rashti & Martino, 2010), ignoring important personal and
communal concerns related to heteronormative hegemony and the anxieties bicultural male
teachers experience under the weight of such expectations.
Lara and Franquiz (2015) have noted the paradox that is created in positioning Latino
male teachers as role models, while having their masculinity questioned because they labor in a
feminized profession. Female teachers, for example, perpetuate these stereotypical expectations
of their male counterparts as unexamined commonsensical assumptions. Jones (2007) found that
female teachers, when asked about the right kind of male teacher they would like to work with,
answered with hegemonic heterosexual notions of the male educator. These traits included being
enthusiastic about working with children; a listener but not arrogant; a team worker with a sense
of humor; and a macho not a wimp. Additionally, these female teachers asserted the importance
of male teachers as role models, without being able to give a coherent definition of what exactly
they meant by a role model.
Similarly, the consequence of being deemed (consciously or unconsciously) as saviors is
that bicultural males are expected to assume pedagogical responsibilities for the stereotypically
perceived vacancy of absentee male figures in the lives of bicultural students (Carrington &
McPhee, 2008). Contrary to media depictions, Brockenbrough (2012c) found in a qualitative
study of 11 bicultural male teachers that seven out of the 11 participants shared an ambivalence
towards the extra-pedagogical weight and responsibility of being a father figure. While some of
these bilcultural teachers felt unprepared to deal with the emotional issues required of them,
others further described the resentment demonstrated toward them—in that they themselves

	
  

82

came to represent absent male figures in their communities. Research has also suggested that
bicultural male teachers have little opportunity to discuss and analyze popular discourses as to
their status as father figures, nor do they have a support system to assist them in dealing with the
weight of these added expectations (Brockenbrough, 2012c).
Even more unfortunate is that this weighty expectation is predicated on a racial myth that
is more the exception than the rule. A 2013 study by the Center for Disease Control and
prevention, entitled Fathers’ Involvement With Their Children: United States, 2006-2010 (Jones
& Mosher, 2013), found the following. More African American fathers live with their children
(2.5 million) than live apart from their children (1.7 million). Of African American fathers
surveyed who live with their children: 78.2% fed or ate meals with their children daily, compared
to 73.9% of White fathers; 70.4% bathed, diapered, or dressed their children daily, compared
with 60.0% of White fathers; 82.2% played with their children daily, compared with 82.7% of
White fathers; 34.9% read to their children daily, compared with 24.9% of White fathers; 40.6%
helped their children with their homework or checked to make sure that they finished it daily,
compared with 29.3% of White fathers.
A qualitative study on African American male teachers found that these educators used
three different teaching styles—the enforcer, negotiator, and playful—in order to connect and
educate African American male students (Brown, 2009). Important here is that this study
undermined notions of bicultural male teachers as one-dimensional pedagogues who teach and
behave in a singular and stereotypical manner reminiscent of the stoic and strict Hollywood
depictions of bicultural male educators. Martino and Frank (2006) framed their research on the
essentialization of male teachers as role models as follows:
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Research suggests that a more productive line of inquiry for governments and policy
makers, concerned about declining numbers of males enrolling in teacher education
programs, might be to investigate the impact of normative constructions of
masculinity/sexuality, in terms of how they impact both on men’s self-perceptions as
male teachers and on their construction of the profession and/or curriculum in gender
specific terms. (p. 29)
These recommendations warn that the practice of simply installing a greater number of male
teachers will only continue to reinforce hegemonic masculinity, which will continue to dictate
repressive pedagogical norms for these teachers and perpetuate cultural dissonance and
alienation for those who reject the values of the dominant culture.
Even more complex for bicultural and Latino male educators is how these educators are
relied upon to serve as linguistic and cultural translators for a schools’ entire Latino and or
bicultural community. Accordingly, bicultural educators are often expected to be on call to
resolve issues outside the purview of their classrooms or pedagogical responsibilities (Gomez et
al., 2008). The encumbrance of these expectations is compounded for male educators by the
persistent institutional fear of the male teacher as a pedophile.
The male teacher as a pedophilic threat. There exists a double standard in the context
of the school environment in which male teachers are seen as a constant sexual threat to their
students (Howell et al., 2011; Lara & Franquiz, 2015). Weaver-Hightower (2011) attributed this
fear of pedophilia and homosexuality to be a principal reason males shy away from teaching
positions. Gosse (2011, 2012) further added that no matter how talented male educators may be,
they are always under scrutiny for sexual abuse, unlike their female colleagues.

	
  

84

This phenomenon, termed erastephobia, points to the fear of impending pedophilia by males,
including male teachers in schools (Gosse, 2011).
Parr and Gosse (2011) found that male teachers often took preemptive measures to
protect themselves from false accusations of inappropriate conduct. These teachers were often at
the mercy of administrative support, if they were accused, in that they were deemed guilty until
proven innocent and were more likely than not to remain professionally stained, even if proven
innocent. Furthermore, after false accusations, these male teachers were expected to continue
with their pedagogical responsibilities, as if nothing had happened—leaving them to contend
daily with the aura of constant suspicion. Lara and Franquiz (2015) surmised that fears over
homophobia and pedophilia of Latino male teachers are often framed under discourses of
societal control that seek to reaffirm hetereonormative hegemony, while conflating ascribing gay
or effeminate men as a threat of pedophilia.
Indeed, by and large, males are perceived as the sexual initiators, or worse, aggressors
(Weaver-Hightower, 2011). This is evident in research that has found greater negative attitudes
toward male teachers who have illicit relationships than female teachers who have them (Howell
et al., 2011). Other studies have found that sexual assault by a man is perceived to be more
severe than sexual assault committed by woman (Rogers & Davies, 2007). As such, females are
not seen as a sexual predators to the same extent as men (Runtz & O'Donnell, 2003).
Disturbingly, female sexual misconduct toward males is erroneously conceived to have a less
detrimental impact, even though research demonstrates that male victims of female abuse suffer
from comparable levels of distress (Denov, 2004). Howell et al. (2011) surmised that “the
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traditional sexual double standard in people’s perception of the student experience may be the
underlying factor of the reverse sexual double standard in student-teacher relationships” (p. 195).
Male teacher representations in the literature vacillate between savior and villain, often
suspects of potential abuse because of their gender and or sexuality. This is especially true for
bicultural male teachers who have a longstanding history of being perceived as sexual threats to
Euroamerican woman (Brown, 2012; Steele, 2010). Thus, bicultural males face a fine line, being
seen on one hand as a panacea in education while, on the other, consistently laboring under fear
of imminent and demoralizing accusations of sexual misconduct—a fear that is intensified by the
lack of engagement with the issue, the lack of support for male teachers who should find
themselves falsely accused, and a failure to rethink the structures and problematic relationships
(i.e., isolation and alienation) within education.
Cultural isolation and alienation of Latino male teachers. All too often, bicultural
teachers, especially males, are the only representatives of their cultures or gender in many
schools. This phenomenon, called cultural isolation, disconnects the Latino teachers from
important support systems crucial for all teachers. Furthermore, such isolation fails to provide
Latino male teachers with the space for dialogue and reflection critical in understanding and
maintaining their presence at a particular institution (Kohli, 2012). Research has also indicated
that being one of few in a majority culture provokes unjust stereotypes and increased scrutiny
that can prompt those in the minority to question their own abilities (Gutierres, Saenz, & Green,
1994).
This issue is particularly troublesome within an educational culture where the admission
of stress is frowned upon and where discrimination can be more of a pressure on teachers than
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their workload (Miller & Travers, 2005). Of particular note is how the discrimination faced by
Latino male teachers is implicit in the construction of educational policies and practices, which
generally ignores the issues discussed here, and how these, consciously or unconsciously, impact
the labor and experience of bicultural male pedagogues (Lai et al., 2014). Subsequently, lack of
institutional support can often serve as roadblocks for bicultural teachers in their work with
students (Milner & Sleeter, 2011; Warwick, Warwick, & Hooper, 2012) and negatively impact
the attrition of critically minded bicultural teachers (Buendía, Gitlin, & Doumbia, 2003). These
influences cause Latino male teachers to feel as though they must work harder than their
Euroamerican colleagues, while mitigating their cultural differences in order to be accepted (Lee,
2013).
Additionally, as inferred above, Latino male teachers continue to labor under the threat of
false accusations of inappropriate conduct, while receiving no emotional support via the school,
or union, especially when proven innocent, further isolating these teachers (Parr & Gosse, 2011).
Similarly, males that fail to adhere to gendered expectations of hegemonic masculinity are even
more likely to experience alienation and isolation within a female-dominated educational
environment (Gosse, Parr, & Allison, 2008).
Classroom practices and instances of Eurocentrism affect bicultural teachers as much as
bicultural students, as these teachers continually witness the wasting away of opportunities to
bring about social change (Haviland, 2008). Current conditions of education, as repeatedly
discussed in this work, are imbued with a great many factors that contribute to large numbers of
teacher turnover (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Ingersoll, 2005), without taking into account how
bicultural identity intensifies this complexity. Such factors work interchangeably to frustrate
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critical bicultural pedagogues who seek emancipatory change for all students, but most
specifically for bicultural students. Consequently, it is easy to understand why bicultural teacher
attrition supersedes that of Euroamerican teachers (Ingersoll & May, 2011).
The policing and surveillance of male teachers. According to the literature, policing
and surveillance are the primary tools in the implementation and sustainment of hegemonic
masculinity and cultural stereotypes of Latino male teachers. Reigeluth and Addis (2015) defined
the phenomena policing of masculinity (POM) as “as any action that serves to prevent or punish
individual or group behavior perceived as insufficiently masculine” (p. 2). Unwritten and
subliminally understood, policing and surveilling male teachers’ behavior impacts what and how
these educators teach and the level of comfort and acceptance they feel in their classroom
(Martino & Frank, 2006). Under such pressures, male teachers are pressed to stress hegemonic
heterosexualization and masculinity within a system of surveillance dictated and supported by
the culture of the school and community (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Epstein & Johnson,
1998; Skelton, 2012).
An example of how these tools manifest themselves in the classroom is the immense
pressure male teachers are under to instill strict discipline in the classroom. Strict discipline
becomes gendered, and male teachers who fail to adhere to this expectation are construed to be
weak by their students, peers, and school community (Martino & Frank, 2006; Reigeluth &
Addis, 2015). Additionally, male teachers—especially those who teach subjects considered
feminine—often face enormous pressure to prove their heterosexuality (Martino, 2008; Martino
& Frank, 2006), while among students, policing takes the form of homosexual or misogynist
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epitaphs in order to condition others to what are considered appropriate manifestations of
masculinity (Reigeluth & Addis, 2015).
Strengths and contributions of bicultural male teachers. While the majority of
research on bicultural male teachers has suggested that the perceived strengths of these
pedagogues is often misunderstood, they are vital and important members of any successful
school. An example of their particular strength is their ability to use culturally based rhetorical
strategies to engage student leanring (Brown, 2009; Gosse, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Milner
& Sleeter, 2011; Pabon et al., 2011; Ana María Villegas & Clewell, 1998). Ponte (2012) has
posited bicultural male teachers as crucial components in providing students with multiple
examples of identity construction and exposing them to multiple styles and perspectives.
Brockenbrough (2012c) further argued that “future research should include investigations of how
students, fellow teachers, administrators, and parents may reinforce and or subvert the pressures
that situate Black male teachers as agents of patriarchal Black masculinity in K-12 schools” (p.
368).
Such an understanding would position the bicultural male teacher as a vital example in
modeling an antiheteronormative and dominant hegemonic education, when effectively prepared
to do so. Such teachers would be able to enact an antihomophobic and antisexist education that is
too often missing in education, especially for bicultural males (Rezai-Rashti & Martino, 2010).
Gosse (2011) found that gender-matching provided students with ease in approaching their
teachers with socioemotional concerns, particularly related to bullying. Carrington and Skelton
(2003), moreover, posited that such policies can help break ethnic, cultural, and gender
stereotypes, and produce a more representative teaching profession.
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Additionally, the Latino male teacher can provide alternate examples of masculinity that
mitigate the sexism taught both formally and informally, by focusing on positive qualities found
within a students’ native culture (Torres et al., 2002). The Latino male teacher can also be
expected to be a caring provider in his relationship with students, but should not be expected to
take on the responsibility of parenting. Instead this should be a shared responsibility of all
educators, as demonstrated by Young’s (2011) vision of shared social responsibility, which
contrasts the present hegemonic discourse that states that the individual, not the collective,
should take responsibility. Placing authoritarian expectations of parental responsibility on
bicultural men appears to be in sync with the Eurocentric sensibilities of neoliberal reform and
its funding priorities (Lipman, 2011), which eschew collective responsibility and disrupt the
pedagogical efforts of bicultural male teachers. Accordingly, such factors have led to the attrition
of Latino male teachers, despite the need that exits for their representation and participation in
the education of bicultural children in this country.
Toward an Autoethnography of a Latino Male Teacher
The purpose of this literature review has been to consider more closely teacher attrition
and, in particular, bicultural male teacher attrition. The literature demonstrates that a mixture of
factors causes this phenomenon. One factor, in particular, are the tensions caused by the
humanistic pedagogical desire of Latino male teachers, often born out of their experiences as
members of an oppressed cultural group and the hegemonic culture of schooling. Additionally,
bicultural teachers yearn for what Moll (2002) has identified as educational sovereignty: the
ability of subaltern communities to create their own infrastructures for the education of their
children, which integrates rather than devalues their cultural knowledge, sensibilities, and
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wisdom. These desires, subdued by the dominant cultural structure of public education, prevent
Latino male teachers from fulfilling their emancipatory efforts, leaving them often isolated,
marginalized, and disheartened. When mainstream factors of teacher attrition combine with the
additional forces that impact bicultural male teachers, they can lose hope in the possibility of
change, becoming isolated, alienated, and eventually deciding to pursue other avenues, outside of
the classroom.
The desires of critical bicultural male teachers also tend to contradict the current business
model instituted by the neoliberal reform movement, which asserts a belief in one universal and
successful school model that can be replicated for all children and in all schools. A reform
movement, rooted in an antiquated bureaucratic model of education, where quality is
compromised for efficiency, solutions are technical, and decisions are mandated from a top-down
vertical structure, is designed to ensure streamlined production (Owens, 2001).
The replication of such a model as educational panacea prevents the school and teacher
from engaging the individual complexity of each person and, further, functions to reduce
bicultural teachers to sameness, in the hope of conformity and acquiescence to the dominant
culture. Deangelis and Pressley (2011) concluded their study on attrition in Illinois Public
Schools by suggesting that policy makers and researchers must recognize the conflicting
outcomes of attrition research and, instead, look at attrition at the individual school level. This is
in contrast to the neoliberal reform paradigm that seeks to control, quantify, and speedily
improve all aspects of our lives by actively delimiting our differences and complexities to the
lowest common variable. Consequently, important differences that could be assets are dismissed,
and deficit views of both teachers and students are easily reproduced within the school context.
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Ultimately, what are needed are opportunities to critically engage within the classroom with both
our individual and communal differences, in ways that could actually enrich democratic
participation in the larger society.
The literature on bicultural and general teacher attrition provides various suggestions as
to how to provide a more diverse cultural makeup and reduce turnover. Many of these studies
have made suggestions related to providing better school conditions for teachers (DeAngelis &
Presley, 2011; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Johnson, 2012; Johnson, Kraft, & Papay, 2012; Loeb et
al., 2005). For example, Grissom and Keiser (2011) additionally suggested that it in order to curb
the preferential treatment of Euroamerican administrators, studies also point to the need for a
greater emphasis on the recruitment of bicultural administrators. The bulk of suggestions focus
on school conditions and building collaborative workplace environments, where teachers are
both supported by their administrators and are given roles in school-based decision-making
(Feng, 2009; Kissel et al., 2006; Ladd, 2011; Sass et al., 2012). These suggestions largely fail to
entertain notions of how the dominant Euroamerican culture, or gendered expectation, affects
Latino male teachers’ eventual turnover, often not even offered as possible variables in the
development of surveys used in the study of Latino male, or bicultural teachers.
As the findings of this literature review have illustrated, there is also a need for studies
that address the importance of contextual and individual factors affecting Latino male teacher
attrition. This autoethnographic study sought to do exactly that. Autoethnography, which will be
discussed further in Chapter 3, is an effective methodology for examining one’s personal and
lived history through the lens of theory and reflective practice. As Paulo Freire (1970) has
argued, “When minorities are denied the right to participate in history as subjects they become
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dominated and alienated” (p. 125). The purpose of this approach here is to center the bicultural
researcher as a participant in my own lived history. This possibility makes critical
autoethnography a powerful tool in shaping, refining, and empowering my bicultural voice and
in supporting my journey toward a better understanding of what attributed to my departure from
the classroom.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The past is never dead. It’s not even past.
–William Faulkner (1951)
Latinos have, as the result of Eurocentric assimilative educational and societal practices,
have been systematically denied a collective memory and history (Darder, 1995; Freire, 1970).
The Mexican writer Carlos Fuentes (1992), addressing this phenomenon of the Latino experience
in the United States, remarked “If the other culture, the Anglo mainstream, denies Hispanic
culture a past, then artists of Latino origin must invent, if necessary, an origin” (p. 344).
Unfortunately, for too long academic research has ignored the importance of time and memory as
crucial aspects of the human condition, variables as important in our ability to live rich lives as
are food and shelter. Memories unearthed serve as sources of rich data that influence our beliefs
and actions, forming a vital foundation of who we are as educators, academics, but most
importantly, human beings. Ellis (2004) has stated that “stories are the way humans make sense
of their worlds” (p. 32), and increase self-understanding, which can be more successful in
hastening social change than laws, policies, or general cultural-political theories.
Thus, autoethnography can offer complex, insider accounts, that embrace vulnerability as
a way to understand ourselves and improve social life, while disrupting the dominant discourse
and reclaiming the experiences of disregarded and oppressed persons (Adams, Holman Jones, &
Ellis, 2015). Autoethnography as a methodology provides the researcher a space for critical
reflection and self-analysis (Starr, 2010), which is necessary in order to identify and critically
navigate the dominant culture of schooling, including the hidden curriculum and power relations
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(Giroux, 1988) that impact classroom life. Autoethnography aligns with critical bicultural
pedagogy in contesting what is academic, objective, useful research, and critically looks at
interpretations made through research (Ellis et al., 2011). It “bridges the social analysis (graphy)
to articulations of the personal (auto) and the cultural (ethno) in the larger contexts of social
transformation in which autoethnographers act” (Ruiz-Junco & Vidal-Oritiz, 2011, pp. 203–204).
Lastly, Vavrus (2009) asserted that autoethnographic text can provide a critically reflexive space
to explore how gender and sexuality form often unexplored aspects of a preservice teacher’s
identity.
In examining the literature on male bicultural teachers, it was evident that only scant
literature currently exists and most if it has been qualitative in design and case study and
interview based in method. In order to add to the literature with a distinct approach, I chose to
pursue autoethnography, which allowed me to focus on my past experiences in a deeper and
more transparent manner. Failure to critically engage ourselves in these experiences often leaves
us liable to reproduce negative outcomes for both our students and ourselves. It is for this reason
that Norman Denzin (2014) has described autoethnography as interventionist, in that it can give
voice to those who have been denied. Moreover, as Clough, (2000) has argued, autoethnography
should seek to motivate cultural criticism, which can support social transformation.
Thusly, this autoethnographic study seeks to validate memory as a source of rich data in
itself and a contestation of the dominant culture and its affinity and fixation with scientific
objectivity. Moreover, autoethnography has been referred to as a radical empiricism that “resists
categorizing experience into separate domains, and opens up communication and movement
across boundaries” (Ellis, 2004, p. 201). For this reason, “autoethnographies are often used to
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disrupt scientistic narrative thinking and writing” (Ruiz-Junco & Vidal-Oritiz, 2011, p. 194).
Hence, it is only fitting that this methodology be used in a study that seeks to move toward a
critical emancipatory vision of the male Latino teacher and away from Eurocentric
presuppositions, in an effort to recalibrate our understanding of Latino men as historical subjects
traditionally marginalized in education.
Research Questions
The following research questions were designed to combine the benefits of this
methodology with the literature on the topic and contribute to the emancipatory possibilities of
understanding the journey of a Latino educator in the US.
1. What were my experiences as a Latino classroom teacher that resulted in my decision to
leave the profession?
2. How can a deep critical understanding of one Latino male educator’s lived experience of
attrition help empower and reinvigorate male bicultural teachers toward the goals of
social justice in education?
Rationale for an Autoethnographic Approach
Critical pedagogy posits that knowledge is neither absolute nor solely objective; this
assertion is a direct contestation to the present positivist and structural-functionalist model
dominating North American curriculum and pedagogy (Giroux,1988). Critical pedagogy further
claims that the present model of education fails to view schools as connected to the interests of
power within the larger society, its hidden curriculum, and the historical character of meaning
and social control in schools. Consequently, in order for the researcher to become aware of his or
her inherent biases as a result of these hegemonic forces in education, a critical process of self-
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analysis is necessary in order to achieve transformation. Mark Neumann (1996) described the
purpose of autoethnographic texts as: to “democratize the representational sphere of culture by
locating the particular experiences of individuals in tension with dominant expressions of
discursive power” (p. 189).
Without spaces for the contestation of one’s worldview, a subject fails to adequately
challenge the very biases researchers state as delimitations. Autoethnography serves here as a
tool in creating a space for critical self-analysis. Consequently, this methodology serves to
examine the “taken-for-granted assumptions about the influence and importance of race, gender,
and class” (Denzin, 2014, p. 7). Additionally, autoethnography seeks to interrogate one’s identity
and interactions pivotal in the formation of identity in order to increase consciousness (Austin &
Hickey, 2007). Tami Spry (2001) defined autoethnography as “a self-narrative that critiques the
situatedness of the self with others in social contexts” (p. 710). This speaks to a space very often
ignored in academic research because of an insistence upon a belief in academic objectivity.
Moreover, the process of reflection inherent in autoethnography can also be linked to the process
of consciousness.
Critical pedagogy identifies the awakening of social consciousness as conscientization.
Introduced by Paulo Freire (1998), the notion of conscientization does not imply that such
awareness is a panacea to the ills of society and education. Instead, it is intended to be a process
that sparks a critical awareness in the individual through critical engagement, in order to stir
emancipatory action. Denzin (2014) furthered this point by positing the life story reflected in
autoethnographic data as “a representation, an historical object often ripped or torn out of its
contexts and recontextualized in the spaces and understandings of the story” (p. 28).
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This study asserts the power of autoethnography as a practical and important tool in
establishing a researcher’s critical praxis (Kahl, 2011; Starr, 2010). By assisting in the
understanding of one’s lived experiences, autoethnography aims to benefit the self, society, and
one’s community (Camangian, 2010). Such a practice is vital for educators who might
unknowingly reproduce asymmetrical power structures in their own classroom (Kahl, 2011) in
uncovering conscious or subconscious hegemonic practices. Vicars (2006) argued for the need of
autoethnography as a legitimate and valued method of academic research in order to challenge
traditional methodologies, claims, and assertions about truth and authority. Autoethnography as a
method is composed of epiphanies selectively chosen by the researcher in order to depict
particular aspects of a culture (Ellis et al., 2011). Such stories need not be chronological, yet
should always be methodological in orientation, cultural in interpretation, and autobiographical
in content orientation (Chang, 2008).
The personal story, often discarded as irrelevant to academic research, is nevertheless a
present and powerful component of the human experience. While validated in our personal lives,
the emotional nature of our individual stories stands in contrast to the perceived objectivity of
academic research (Giroux,1988). Denzin (2014) added that although stories are told and learned
among cultural groups, they are often distorted by the larger system of cultural hegemony.
Thusly, narratives become a tool for the dominant culture, yet are delegitimized when oppressed
groups seek to re-appropriate the power of narrative and voice. And, worth repeating here,
“autoethnographic work must always seek to be interventionists in seeking to give notice to those
who may otherwise not be allowed to tell their story or who are denied a voice to speak” (Denzin
2014, p. 6).
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A great strength of autoethnography is the freedom it allows the researcher to prioritize
any and all personal experiences; by doing so, it allows for a methodology that acknowledges the
complexities of a lived history, and how all our experiences are interconnected in how we make
meaning. If academic research in education aims to improve the lives of those being educated,
then the stories that inform this process must be considered valuable sources in the construction
of emancipatory knowledge.
Autoethnography as a Method
It is important to establish autoethnography as a scholarly method, with special attention
given to the process that such a methodology must follow to ensure its academic feasibility.
Autoethnography often carries a stigma in academic research, in that it is critiqued for being too
self-indulgent (Coffey, 1999). The life of the self is seen as the primary focus of inquiry, and life
data is considered text-based (Chang, 2008). Conversely, if an educator fails to interrogate hisor herself deeply, how can we become aware of our own strengths and limitations, particularly as
an educator within an environment in which we seek to practice social justice?
This methodology then should not be judged under the same criteria as traditional
qualitative research (Holt, 2003). This is especially true when a researcher who has experienced
other methodologies is then able to present an autoethnographic piece, while cognizant of its
critiques. Nicholas Holt (2003) illustrated how using autoethnography can reflect a deep
command of theory by engaging in it through the methodology, instead of manifesting theory as
superfluous paragraph at the beginning of a study that has little involvement in the study itself. In
writing an autoethnography, the researcher is aware of the claims against its objectivity, data
quality, legitimacy, and ethics (Wall, 2008), and thus is more conscious of these themes in the
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development of the study. By understanding the critiques of the verification of autoethnography
as a method and reliance on a solitary and intimate data source, the researcher is cognizant of
these dynamics throughout the writing process.
Theory, therefore, is never disconnected in a critical autoethnographic study. Identical to
ethnography, autoethnography seeks the ultimate goal of cultural (Chang, 2008; Holt, 2003;
Starr, 2010) understanding that can only be achieved through “an in-depth cultural analysis and
interpretation” (Chang, 2008, p. 13,). However, it differs from the traditional teacher journal in
that it seeks a critical reflexivity on the part of the researcher (Kahl, 2011), and should always be
part of a larger praxis of evaluation of self, theory, and action.
Starr (2010) has suggested that in order for a study to be authentically categorized as
autoethnographic, it needs to fulfill four criteria; fairness, ontological authenticity, educative
authenticity, and catalytic authenticity. Fairness is achieved through an examination and
communication of multiple emergent value systems and a reflection on the conflict between
value construction and groundings that separate them. Ontological authenticity refers to how the
individual construction of meaning is improved, matured, and expanded upon, to provide a new
ability to apply new concepts and lenses. Educative authenticity signifies the extent to which an
individual has gained a new appreciation of others outside their stakeholding group. Catalytic
authenticity is the degree to which action is stimulated and facilitated by the previous evaluative
process (Starr, 2010).
Similarly, Richardson (2000) categorized five criteria of autoethnography: (a)
Substantive contribution: does the piece contribute to our understanding of social life? (b)
Aesthetic merit: does the piece succeed aesthetically? (c) Reflexivity: how did the author come
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to write this text? (d) Impactfulness: does this affect me emotionally and/or intellectually? (e)
Express a reality: does this text embody a fleshed out sense of lived experience? (p.15–16).
In order to qualify as a critical autoethnography, the research must provide the following:
(a) an examination of the alienating effects of the dominant culture; (b) an exploration of the
connections within and across opposed cultures; and (c) a theorization of strategies for social
change (Carey-Webb, 2001). Engstrom (2008) has further noted that autoethnography must: (a)
assist the individual in understanding his/her own prejudices; (b) meditate profoundly about the
impact of communicative interaction; (c) elevate the researchers critical consciousness and future
endeavors; (d) practice restraint; and (e) posit the researcher as part of the narrative they are
telling. The end goal of autoethnographic research for bicultural and oppressed subjects,
moreover, comprises the ability to name their hardship, contextualize it, and activate such
knowledge in themselves and others (Carey-Webb, 2001). As such the selection of what to write
is not random, stories are selected according to the their focus and data collection criteria
(Vicars, 2006).
In order to maintain an academic focus, I had to be mindful of a set of pitfalls associated
with autoethnography. Heewon Chang (2008) has warned autoethnographers to avoid: (a) an
excessive focus on the self in isolation, (b) an overemphasis on narration over cultural
interpretation and analysis, (c) the exclusive reliance on personal memory as the sole data source,
and (d) an adherence to the ethical standards in regards to the identification of others. Using
these parameters, the following section describes how data will be gathered and analyzed.
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The Autoethnographic Process
This autoethnographic study will be presented as a narrative ethnography. Narrative
ethnographies, according to Ellis (2004), “focus on a group or culture and use their own
experiences in the culture reflexively to bend back on themselves and look more deeply at
interactions between the self and other” (p. 37). Using thematic analysis, my stories focus on
divisions inspired by the literature review, including stories from my experiences as a K–12
student, preservice teacher, and classroom teacher. My overarching goal for this study was to
examine how these experiences affected my journey as a high school teacher. Thematic analysis
refers to the use of stories as data and subsequently analyzing them to develop and illuminate
themes found in the accounts (Ellis, 2004). Aware of the possible anxieties related to
representations of myself (Wall, 2008), I sought to describe these experiences as they occurred,
mindful (Langer, 1989) not to judge myself or alter their manifestation. It is important for an
autoethnographic researcher to understand that these depictions are not representations of ones
self-worth (Tedlock, 2000). Instead, these are bits and pieces of one’s experiences, with an
emancipatory intent for both the author and readers who have suffered similar instances of
oppression.
The production of this autoethnographic study was divided into three subsections: data
collection, data organization, and data analyses and interpretation. Figure 4 below illustrates the
process. This process, gleaned from Chang’s (2008) Autoethnography as Method, provided the
researcher a clear and delineated process in the production of the autoethnographic text for this
study, which is different than other forms of academic research due to the unique nature of data.
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Data Collection: memos, chronicling, writing exercises, textual artificats

Data Organization: inventorying, labeling, classification tables, autoethnographic timeline,
thematically focused timeline, data refinement

Data Analysis & Interpretation: search for recurring tenses and themes, cultural themes,
exceptional occurrences, an analysis of inclusion and exclusion, a connection with the past,
an analysis of relationships between the self and others, a comparison of the self with
others, broad contexts, and framed by themes

Figure 3.1 Autoethnographic data process.
Data Collection
Chang (2008) has described the autoethnographic data collection process as a means to
build a database for cultural analysis and interpretation through chronicling, writing exercises,
memo writing, and the collection of artifacts. The recollection of experiences through one’s
memory is not a fluid process. The development of a literature review may aid in the
construction of memos and chronicles, but an autoethnographic researcher must stretch the limits
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of personal memory in order to gather as much data as possible. Chang also suggested the use of
writing exercises in order to elicit experiences and recollections from our subconscious. One
such writing exercise employed for this study was to list major events or experiences from my
life related to the research focus of this investigation. These tools, in many ways, reflect the
creative aspect of autoethnographic research and how it mirrors methods used in creative writing
courses to both inspire and spark the process of textual creation.
Data Organization
The fluctuating nature of autoethnographic research is such that all three previously
mentioned subsections are in constant interplay with each other; thus, there are no clear
demarcations between one process and the other (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The organization of
data can begin with labeling while still in the data collection process and an inventory and
timeline creation can spark additional chronicles and episodes. The autoethnographic researcher
must also be both mindful and open to the fluidity of this process while maintaining some
semblance of organization to his/her own data (Chang, 2008). With this in mind, the organization
was one of the most important aspects of this autoethnographic research in that it provided me a
conceptual base from which to analyze and interpret my data.
Further using suggestions from Chang (2008), this study approached this stage
chronologically, inventorying, labeling, creating classification tables, an autoethnographic
timeline, a thematically focused timeline, and finally refined data to include only what is most
pertinent for the purpose of analysis and interpretation. Inventorying was the first major step
undertaken in the grouping of the data collected for this study. Chang (2008) described
inventorying as a means to evaluate and organize data by selecting items, ranking importance,
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and uncovering thematic themes. Inventorying was followed by the next stage, the labeling of
data. While a rudimentary sense of labeling is expected to occur during data collection, revised
and refined labels continue to transform their categorization throughout this stage. Labeling
permitted data to be classified in tables that allowed me to view them by theme, date, type, time,
location, persons, and type of artifact involved (see Table 3.1, below). This process was further
refined and transformed to meet the needs of this study. Concurrent with the classification of
data, timelines, both autoethnographic and thematic, assisted me in gaining a linear
comprehension of the data to be interpreted and analyzed. These timelines included major events
in my life, educational experiences, professional encounters, and episodic experiences with other
persons that linked to the research purpose.
Table 3.1
Data Classification and Organization
Data

Date

Time

Theme

Type

Location

Persons

Artifact

Set #
1
	
  

These categorizations of the data, moreover, allowed me to explore issues related to my life and
to bring to the surface taken for granted, habitual, and unconscious thoughts, which were
important to the foundation for analysis and interpretation of data. The following figure (Figure
3.2) was created in order to provide greater clarity to my narrative and the events explored within
my lived history.
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Born San
Juan,
Puerto
Rico 1977

Moved to
Houston,
Texas
Late
Summer
1982

Moved to Graduated Graduated
Graduated
Washingfrom
from
from
Last day
ton D.C.
Harrison
Oriole
Construct teaching
MidUniversState
-ivist May June 2013
Winter
ity May December
2008
1983
2001
2005

Figure 3.2. Narrative timeline
Data Interpretation and Analysis
The interpretation and analysis of data hinge on the ability of the researcher to provide a
cogent account of observed phenomena. Interpretation of data, therefore, provides an explanation
of how things work and an analysis that focuses on finding cultural meaning, beyond the data
(Chang, 2008). For the purposes of this study, this process was achieved by searching for
recurring tenses and themes, cultural themes, gender themes, exceptional occurrences, an
analysis of inclusion and exclusion, a connection with the past, an analysis of relationships
between the self and others, a comparison of the self with others, broad contexts, and experiences
framed by themes.
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Analysis Plan
Data in the form of the episodic stories were analyzed using interpretive analysis, which
sought to “make sense of social situations by generating explanations for what’s going in within
them” (Hatch, 2002, p. 180). The following steps were used in the data analysis process:
1. Review impressions previously recorded in research journals
2. Read the data, identify impressions, and record impressions in memos
3. Study memos for salient interpretations
4. Reread data, coding places where interpretations are supported or challenged
5. Write a draft summary
6. Review my interpretations carefully for accuracy, omissions, etc.
7. Write a revised summary and identify excerpts that support interpretations.
(Hatch 2002, p. 181)
Chang (2008) has asserted the necessity that the autoethnographic process be based on
disciplined, systematically collected, and analyzed data, so it is not merely based on personal
impression and subjective reflections. By following the process discussed above, this
autoethnographic study sought to achieve its goal of framing my experience, as sole participant
within a cultural phenomenon, in order to connect with others in similar situations and to inspire
emancipatory transformation of deeply entrenched systems of inequity and injustice.
Most importantly, this study evolved in a rich organic manner, which eventually led to the
presentation of the autoethnographic data in two distinct but interlocking parts. The first part,
presented in Chapter 4, examines significant facets and experiences of my journey as a bicultural
student from childhood to my teacher preparation program. The second part, presented in
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Chapter 5 focuses carefully on my experiences and practices as a classroom high school teacher.
In this way, the critical autoethnographic process was carefully integrated and executed in all
facets of the data collection, thematic categorization, and final analyses of my teaching journey,
in the hopes of sharing effectively and accurately those experiences that eventually contributed to
my leaving the classroom.
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CHAPTER 4
AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHY OF A LATINO STUDENT
This chapter comprises the autoethnographic data that grounds the analysis and
conclusions for this study related to my experiences as a Latino student. It is divided into two
sections (a) my experiences as a Latino student and (b) my experiences as a Latino student in
teacher preparation. These two sections summarize my experiences as a Latino student and the
relationships and events that inspired me to become a teacher. This aspect of the
autoethnography also provides important personal reflections on my academic and intellectual
formation, which would serve as the foundation for my evolution as a Latino teacher (to be
discussed in Chapter 5).
It should be noted that much of the dialogue comes from memory, or at least as how I
remember it. When the limits of my memory could not fully encapsulate what was said, I have
consulted family, friends, and coworkers to refresh my recollection. None of the dialogue used in
this narrative is invented for storytelling purposes.
My Experiences as a Latino Student
Loneliness in the Lone Star State
“¡Mira los pájaros!” said the five-year-old boy as he approached the window of a
Houston, Texas, kindergarten classroom as a bewildered teacher and class looked on. It was
1982, and the boy, only recently arrived from Puerto Rico, speaking no English, besides counting
from one to 10, had gotten up in the middle of an activity the teacher was conducting and pointed
excitedly out of the window at a flock of birds.
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I have no actual memory of this incident, except for my parents’ retelling of the story
many years later. For the most part I was a respectful if not unspectacular student who feared and
sought to please his teachers as I was taught to, even when they failed to act in my best interests.
This small vignette resonates in my mind, a memory not entirely of my own, yet one that seems
to encapsulate the feelings of confusion I experienced during my first year in the United States.
Previous to my arrival, what memories I do have were of sheer happiness playing with
my cousins—who lived next door—around palm trees and lush green Caribbean bushes in our
backyard. Trips to the beach, waking up to roosters crowing, and accompanying my grandfather
in the early morning to pick up the two morning papers in town and then take one to a friend’s
Jibaro (a traditional Puerto Rican peasant),a humble wooden plank farm in exchange for fresh
milk. My life in Puerto Rico was simple, happy, and monolingual.
This all changed when I was five years old, and my paternal grandfather began to suffer
from diabetes and moved with my grandmother to Houston, Texas, to receive specialized
medical treatment. Within a few months, my parents and I followed my grandparents and uncle
to Houston. We moved into a humble two-bedroom apartment one block away from the famous
and now defunct Astrodome; my bedroom had only an egg crate mattress on the floor and my
Star Wars action figures neatly laid out next to the bed.
This unnerving and life-altering event left me confused and angry. As an only child,
having been surrounded by my extended family, I had never realized what being an only child
actually meant. Now in a foreign country with a new language of which I understood very little, I
felt alone and isolated.
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I cannot recall if it was an unconscious decision at first, or a pre-adolescent Machiavellian plot to
force my parents to move back to Puerto Rico, but after months in the United States I failed to
utter any words in English. “¡Ven a jugar conmigo!” I enthusiastically called to my classmates as
I scaled to the top of the dome-shaped jungle gym at my Houston elementary school. As I did not
or would not speak in English, I communicated in Spanish phonetically, pronouncing my vowels
with an English accent. My linguistic limitations did not stop me from playing with my fellow
students at recess or on a team with a local youth soccer league. Nevertheless, my continued
resistance or circumvention of speaking the language of my new home increasingly concerned
my teacher and parents.
“We are worried that you have not begun to speak in English,” my mother kindly and
patiently explained. “Your father and I spoke to your teacher and we have decided that in order
to better help you, we are going to place you into two kindergarten classes; one in the morning,
and another in the afternoon.”
“But why, I don’t want to go to school in the afternoon!” I impatiently complained.
“This is to help you, so you can talk to your friends, have more fun playing with them,
and do good in school,” my mother gently explained, as she always sought to tenderly explain
any and all of my confusions.
“Does this mean I can’t watch Inspector Gadget anymore?” I anxiously asked.
Befuddled by my continued monolingualism, my parents were at a loss. They pondered
whether my failure to learn English was because of some cognitive malfunction, or if it was a
behavioral issue that should be punished. Begrudgingly, and perhaps aware that this afternoon
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cartoon provided me with the linguistic exposure to the language I refused to speak, they
acquiesced to my demand.
Thirty years later I remember the habitual schedule of our first months in the United
States. Beginning early in the morning, we would have breakfast, drop my mother off at work,
afterwards my father who had been unable to find employment in Houston would drive me to
school. In the afternoon, he would pick me up and drive me home where we would watch
Inspector Gadget and work on my homework.
Gender Roles of a Young Latino family
This must have been a difficult period for my father, who was unable to secure work and
be the provider, as his traditional Latino gender role dictated. Despite those expectations, my
parents did not enact gender roles in the same way that many Latino households did at that time.
Instead, my father was the symbolic head of the table, but decisions were made in equal
communion with my mother. Never did I witness my father undermine, question, or impose his
authority over my mother.
My father’s family subscribed to a much more rigid adherence to traditional gender roles,
where his father was the unemotional supreme head of the family and my grandmother the
subservient and pious caretaker who attended church on a daily basis. Whispers and the casual
story communicated my father’s unhappiness with this structure and, while at moments he
unintentionally recreated these expectations, he sought my mother’s guidance in shedding them
bit-by-bit. So while he failed to learn to cook much outside of French toast, his solitary culinary
specialty, and depended on my mother to do so, he never objected and, in fact, supported my
mother teaching me traditionally gendered female household responsibilities.

	
  

112

“You are going to learn how to take care of yourself,” my mother would say anytime she
would attempt to teach me a new skill. Cooking, cleaning, laundry, yard work, grocery shopping,
helping in the daycare, and ironing—I was expected to learn, assist, and complete my duties on a
weekly basis. Interestingly, the one duty I most hated was working with my father on his car, as
his father had done with him. Still I learned the minimal functions of car maintenance because
even as I a child I was aware that this was how he had bonded with his father and how it made
him happy to do this with me.
From an early age, my father took me to construction sites, hydroelectric plants, and
wastewater treatment facilities, in the hope that I would develop an interest in engineering, his
profession. Still, he never voiced displeasure or forced his interests upon me, even when I
eventually chose to follow a career that closely resembled my mother’s. After all, I, like many
Latino immigrants, was brought up to take pride in honest work, no matter what the work was—
a lesson made evident by my mother’s weekly thanks to the garbage disposal workers in the form
of coffee and donuts.
Relocation and Enculturation
In late October 1982, my grandfather passed away in Houston, and my family began to
scatter. My father, a civil engineer in Puerto Rico, had a friend who was a prominent lawyer in
Northern Virginia who found my father a job in Washington, DC, working for the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD).
In January, a few months after my grandfather’s death, we packed our belongings in our
lime green 1977 Chevrolet Impala, which my father had shipped from Puerto Rico when we
moved to Texas. Vandalized while we still lived in Puerto Rico with the word cabron (a Spanish
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derogatory saying with no direct translation but loosely meaning bastard) on the trunk, and drove
to Washington, DC,—consequently, it was the first Spanish word I learned to spell.
The trip took two days, most of which I spent playing my bright yellow Texas
Instruments educational toy, Speak and Read. My father had arranged for us to stay with an
American friend whom he knew via his work in Puerto Rico and whose family we had
previously met on a vacation to the island. The Lewandowski’s had four children, the youngest,
Dyta, was closest to me in age, only a year younger.
“We’re here,” my mother said to me looking over her left shoulder as she sat in the front
passenger’s seat, as we slowly began to pull up to a large grey and white trimmed late Victorianera home on a small slope in northwest Washington, DC. The homes seemed odd to me; they
were both larger than any I had seen and appeared delicate, as they were made of wood in
contrast to the sturdy cement white or pastel colored homes of Puerto Rico.
Bombarded by the visual stimuli of a foreign environment, what most enthralled me was
the slight flurry of snow that welcomed our arrival. I had never seen snow in my life, and I could
not contain my excitement. The Lewandowskis, aware of our arrival, came out to meet us by our
car.
“Look Dyta, it’s snowing!” I said. Dyta, whom unimpressed by what was completely
ordinary for her, smiled. My parents, exhausted from the move and drive, were astonished to
hear me speak in English for the first time and could only manage to look at me dumbfounded or as my father put it “feeling duped” —with a repressed desire to smack me in the back of my
head for the needless worry I had caused them.
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The Poking and Prodding of a Latino Boy
Finding a good public school district came to be the number one determining factor in
choosing where we would live. With the support and guidance of the Lewandowskis, my parents
decided upon Acacia, a middle-class suburb that borders the District of Columbia. Our beautiful
three-bedroom home, nestled on the northwest corner of a cul de sac, was the largest home I had
ever lived in. Split into three levels plus a basement and a closed back yard, we instantly fell in
love with our new home, even though the reality was we could not afford it.
With the rent a few hundred dollars short of my father’s total paycheck, we moved in
uncertain if we would be able to stay, but my parents had chosen this expensive home for two
reasons. The first, the bottom floor, adorned with black and white floor tiles that created a
dizzying effect led to a fenced-in backyard, the perfect space for my mother’s new business; a
professional day-care. And secondly, it was located in what was considered a very good school
district.
By the time we moved in, the second half of the school year had already begun; and by
the end of the year my newfound English fluency was deemed strong enough that I no longer
required English Speaker of other Language (ESOL) assistance. Still, I was not performing to the
expectations of my teacher. “We are concerned about your child’s academic functioning,” my
teacher and school administrators told my parents. “We have referred him to the school
psychologists for testing.”
I was struggling to learn how to read and write, leading to a long and endless battery of
testing that continued from kindergarten until my junior year of high school. “We think your
child might have some sort of severe learning disability that limits his ability to function
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cognitively,” the school psychologist informed my parents, subtly hinting toward autism or some
other dreaded condition.
Concerned but not entirely impressed by the school’s diagnosis, my parents decided to
seek a second opinion. Before beginning my schooling, my mother had taken me to see a
psychologist who had noticed weaknesses in my visual perception and motor function. Realizing
my current issues might be related to this, she decided to return to the same doctor during our
first visit back to Puerto Rico that summer. As my parents suspected, my learning difficulties had
more to do with my need for glasses, which I still wear today, than the result of intellectual
limitations, which my new school suspected.
Nevertheless, upon my return the following year, I was placed in the school’s pull out
resource and speech therapy program. “Arturo, Ms. Elmore is here to take you to resource,” my
teacher would say, as Ms. Elmore would quietly wait by the door. My teachers, Ms. Jay and Ms.
Elmore, the resource teacher, were kind to me, so I was never angry at them; instead, I would
cringe and feel intense shame for being singled out, as if it were a public indictment of my
stupidity. Rarely was there a week when I was not pulled out of class for some sort of testing,
therapy, or conference. However, I came to welcome these interruptions to the monotony of the
classroom, while simultaneously feeling ashamed by how I was perceived by the other students.
My educational progress reports from that time triumphantly claim that by third grade I
was reading at grade level, even though I continued to struggle in other subject areas. What the
school did not know was that my mother had taken my reading issues seriously. With great
patience and wisdom, she listened to and observed me in search of what might interest me.
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On weekends, we would venture to DC and to the Smithsonian in attempts to get to know
our new surroundings, but what truly fascinated me were the Civil War battlefields that encircled
the DC area.
Perceiving my interest in history, my mother invested in the Aladdin Paperbacks series,
The Childhood of Famous Americans. One after the other, I would tear through the pages of
these glossy books with dark blue covers on my summer breaks, which, while captivating my
attention, I would later learn were not accurate depictions of history. For example, I never
remember any mention of the slaves owned by the founding fathers, including George
Washington, whose integrity was demonstrated through the fable of the cherry tree.
The more American I became in the eyes of my teachers, the more I was seen as a good
student; consequently, when I failed to achieve, I blamed myself. So much so that by fourth
grade, I had already developed a negative association with school, as my parents would report to
my teacher, resource teacher, and speech therapist, during one of my fourth-grade conferences to
review my educational progress.
“When he has difficulty achieving, he feels very discouraged, wants to quit or withdraw,
and is constantly concerned and worried about his grades,” my mother informed the committee
of educators during this meeting.
“Well, he is on track in Math, does well in Social Studies, but has difficulty expressing
himself in the written form. But, he has improved in P.E. and no longer needs the extra sessions,”
my teacher responded to my parents, saying little to address their concerns.
“Arturo is progressing with his speech as he is very verbal, but he still struggles with
syllables, word order, and vowel pronunciation,” the speech therapist added.
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“Yes, he is very task oriented, but has problems with fine motor skills; and while his peer
interaction has improved, he needs to develop a sensitivity to his peers’ feelings. I am going to
refer him to the school psychologist for friendship counseling to address this,” the resource
teacher further explained.
For many years, I repressed and denied my experiences from this time and believed my
elementary school years to be a joyful period, one that I would idealize later on when I came to
detest my high school and tried to transfer back into the same feeder school in order to reunite
with my elementary school friends. It was not until the first year of my master’s degree in
bilingual/bicultural education that I began to explore my recollections of this time in conjunction
with conversations with my mother. The following is an excerpt of a journal entry for my
Foundations of Bilingual Education course, in which I wrote about my experience in speech
therapy.:
In fourth grade I continued seeing a speech therapist. One appointment in
particular is forever engraved in my memory. The walk to her office was eternal, and I
despised it very much. On this day she came around 1’oclock in the afternoon. Being
pulled out of class was humiliating enough but walking down the hall with a speech
therapist was social humiliation on par with going to the bathroom in one’s pants.
“Took-Clack took clack” heels on school tiles as loud as fire alarms, especially to bored
students trying to stay awake post lunch. I remember every door we passed was like
another announcement, there goes Arturo the SPED. I tried to refrain from looking into
the classrooms but it was too tempting.

	
  

118

We finally reached the far end of the school and stepped inside her office. I doubt
it was intended to be an office when the school was constructed, as it was more like a
large closet or book depository turned into an office. There were no windows, just a long
desk a couple of feet directly in front of the door. She was messy and papers oozed from
every part of the office, from her desk to the metallic bookcases that lined the walls. My
file and her packet of exercises lay between us. Seeing my speech therapist had the feel of
being in trouble and speaking to the principal. Supposedly you were there for your own
good but in the end you knew that you were going to get put in your place at any
unforeseen moment. The desk and the larger chair was her throne, and you were just a
small peon lucky enough to get an audience.
She began with the normal tedious and boring exercises we so often rehearsed.
Black and white pictures that mirrored my therapist dark black hair and pale
complexion, “dug” I said. “No! dawg! Dawg repeat after me.” “Duug….Duuugg.” NO,
NO NO!. Her eyebrow constricted and her face turned menacing. “What is wrong? You
were doing so well! What has happened to your accent?” She commenced to interrogate
me.
“I don’t know.” I replied startled by her anger.
“No something is different” she retorted shaking her head in disbelief. “Tell me
what do you do when you go home, do you practice like I have told you to?”
After digging into my life she eventually discovered that my mother had been
teaching me how to read Spanish at home.
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“No! That is very bad!” You must tell your mother to stop. “Spanish is bad for
you.”
As the result of this experience I came to understand what I was already feeling,
being Latino was bad. That my accent and anything that had to do with that accent was
bad, from that moment on I did not like going out with my parents in public, as I was
ashamed by my parent’s accents, to the point that I ridiculed them for it. I ceased to call
my parents papi or mami as is done in Puerto Rico, instead using mother and father,
especially when in public.
A parent teacher conference was held and my mother was convinced by my
teachers, speech therapist, and Principal to stop speaking, and teaching me Spanish. My
school had invaded my home, conquering my home as well as my identity.
The experiment lasted a couple of months, after which my mother could no longer
bear it. She called the school and scheduled another parent teacher conference. What I
know I only recently learned from my mother. At the meeting she informed my educators
that I was born in Puerto Rico, and that Spanish is the language of my country, and that
of my family, and part of the identity of which I would also be judged. She greatly
appreciated my educators’ help but she refused to stop teaching me Spanish. She would
be willing to assist them in any way possible so that I might learn good English, but she
would not let them rob me of the language I used to communicate with my maternal
grandfather whom I so very much adored.
The administration, shocked and fearful of what my mother was implying stated
they were only trying to do what was best for me, and the therapist grew upset and
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refused to work with me. By the end of the year, the humiliating pullouts ended and I was
allowed to maintain my language. This episode was absent from my memory until this
year when I began examining these events and how they influenced my desire to become
a teacher.
The word “corrected” was used on my end of year IEP to describe the conclusion of my
speech therapy. A document that refers to me as an enthusiastic student, with a mild language
delay attributed to my bilingual background was assessed to be the problem. My biculturalism
was identified as the culprit of my academic struggles. The report additionally identified my
parents as a “well-educated family who support Arturo academically.” Subjective value
judgments such as these composed most of my IEPs from that period in time, where the home
culture was seen as a hindrance, not as an asset.
This divide between my home culture and my school was no more evident than the fact
that I did not come to see a bicultural teacher in my education until middle school, when I finally
had an African American Physical Education teacher. In fact, the only bicultural members of the
school staff were the janitors and cafeteria staff.
Confusion about Race and Self-Concept
I was very much unaware of the differences in race until my arrival to the United States.
This is not to say that conceptions of race do not exist in Puerto Rico, in that they most
absolutely do. However, these conceptions are different, especially outside of the major cities,
where the general population is much more integrated and biracial, has been so for over 100
hundred years, and never experienced segregationist laws.
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By conventional US standards, my family ranges from “White” to African and Taino
descent. Contrary to U.S. conceptions, Puerto Ricans do not generally claim to be of African,
Taino, or European descent, instead they embrace a nationalistic Puerto Rican identity with
abundant pride, one that readily admits to being a mixture of these cultures. Thus, upon my
arrival in the US, I had to learn new notions of racial categorizations, willingly or unwillingly.
Located just outside of Washington, DC, in close proximity to the National Institute of
Health, Acacia schools attracted the sons and daughters of foreign diplomats and embassy
employees. One day, a young boy from Nigeria arrived. I did not understand at the time why, but
the other children and parents were frightened and avoided him. Free of U.S. conceptions of
race, I grabbed him by the hand, led him into the classroom, and eventually befriended him,
leading to the expressed admiration of my teacher for doing so.
Nevertheless, it was another episode that introduced me to the distinct racial dynamics of
the US. Our teacher had assigned us to do a book report on a famous person we admired. I
choose Roberto Clemente, a Puerto Rican baseball player. On the day the report was due, the
teacher made her way around the classroom to review our work.
Perplexed she stopped at my desk, “You know Black history month is next month. That
is our next project. Why did you do that this month?”
I could not understand what she was saying. Black history? What is Black? I responded
by saying, “Roberto Clemente is not Black,” unsure of what she meant, “he is Puerto Rican.”
“Yes he is, look at him, well you will have to do somebody else next month.” She warned
me and continued on to the next student.
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By the end of elementary school, my parents had firmly secured themselves a place in the
United States middle class. My father was grateful for the opportunities this country gave us, and
I was taught to be grateful as well. On Election Day, I would accompany him to the polling
station and watched him like many other Latinos from religiously conservative backgrounds,
vote Republican. Thanks to the education my father and mother received in Puerto Rico, both
attaining bachelor’s degrees, we enjoyed professional connections that allowed our experience to
be a great deal easier than most of our contemporary Latino immigrants, especially those in the
Washington, DC, area that came to escape the violence ravaging Central America at the time.
Easing and increasing the speed of our assimilation for all intents and purposes, we were living
embodiments of the American dream.
Following the script of the American dream, my parents purchased a home in
Susquehanna, a more affluent town with one of the top ranked public high schools in the country.
Susquehanna was home to celebrities, politicians, and the prominent sons and daughters of
ambassadors. Affluence dominated most of the neighborhoods except for the modest suburban
homes such as ours, built post World War II, typical of suburban middle-class neighborhoods
across the United States. Our home was a complete fixer-upper, and for the first couple of years,
my family’s weekends were dedicated to yard work, demolition, renovation, and reconstruction,
which we completed on our own.
Ironically, the oldest neighborhood in the district was African American and dated back
to the late 1800s, when a former slave, of whom some of my classmates were descendants,
founded it, a fact never that was shared with us. Up until that point, my friends came from
distinct cultural backgrounds—Turkish, Nigerian, Indian, Filipino, Italian, and Euroamerican.
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My new school was less diverse, and I came to find my greatest comfort among African
Americans, as their culture most closely resembled my own, which owes a great deal to West
Africa.
My self-concept as a subaltern person was murky at the time. It was not until the day
after the Los Angeles riots, when a friend of mine who had recently moved from South Central
confessed to me that he was so angry he had not spoken to a Euroamerican all day, that I began
to understand that my African American friends did not view me as Euroamerican.
“What do you mean, what about me?” I asked my friend Jalil.
“You aren’t White, you’re Latino,” he answered with ease.
An American and His Puerto Rican Self
I have always likened my experience postimmigration to the United States to what a
foreign student experiences when she or he studies abroad. During the school year, I would
spend my time in the United States and my summers in Puerto Rico, as my mother was ever
cognizant of maintaining a strong relationship with my family and my Puerto Rican heritage.
“How do you like spending time in Puerto Rico over the summer?” I cannot remember
who asked me this question, only that I was around 10 or 11 years old and at the height of my
distaste for all things Puerto Rican, including myself.
We were on my grandmother’s balcony, an eight-by-six-foot extension of her small
three-bedroom apartment in Rio Piedras, a suburb of San Juan and home to the University of
Puerto Rico, where my uncle worked as a professor of Latino literature. A series of plants hung
over the metal fence railing, as I sat in the plastic rocking chair where my grandmother would
spend her afternoons escaping the midday heat of her apartment.
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“It is okay, but I prefer the United States. It is much better there,” I replied. For some
reason this had become a frequent question as I met family and friends in Puerto Rico during my
adolescence. The question, unfortunately, caused a sharp pain in the bottom of my stomach each
time it was asked.
“Why is it better?” my long forgotten interrogator asked. “Well, because people work
harder, there is less crime and violence, and things are organized.” It had been no more than six
years since my parents and I had moved to the United States, and I had already internalized the
superiority of all things North American.
I felt ashamed to say I was born in Puerto Rico. And while we continued to speak in
Spanish at home, by my early teens, my fluency in Spanish was contracting rather than
expanding.
As my teenage angst grew, I developed fits of rage, which I channeled toward my
parents. I did not and could not verbalize my pain. My parents grew desperate in their attempts to
dialogue and understand what was happening with me. As my fits became more violent, I would
coax my father into disciplining me through force. The physical pain felt good, an alleviation of
an emotional one; and for some reason I felt I deserved to be punished, for I perceived myself to
have little value. I now feel both gratitude and sadness for having dishonored my parents in this
way. In my early twenties, I was able to better verbalize my love and appreciation for them; yet,
I still could not fully understand why I felt the way I did. My bouts of rage would continue into
my early thirties, but instead of my parents, their focus turned to inanimate objects such as doors
and walls, yet within the privacy of my own home, and intentionally away from Euroamericans
in order to avoid the classification of an angry person of color.
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The Breaking Point and Rediscovery of My Historical Identity
The images were unlike anything we had seen before. Yes, I had seen images of war
before, but this was on live television. As the bright flickers of bombs falling on Bagdad
overwhelmed my adolescent mind, my worry quickly shifted toward my friend and our neighbor,
who months earlier had returned to his native Tel Aviv with his family.
My love of history had transformed into an obsession, especially with the American Civil
War. Trips to battlefields, collecting mementos such as a bullet with teeth marks from
amputation surgery, and learning tales of brother against brother against the backdrop of the
cruelty of slavery, enthralled, saddened, mesmerized, and most importantly perplexed my young
mind. How could so much carnage, as the result of something so plainly logically unjust as
slavery, have occurred? What was the point of war? The war on live television only enhanced
my mystification, and when I was not watching it on CNN, I pondered these questions in my bed
at night.
The next morning, the class was abuzz. We were a fairly tranquil first period class that
never caused much trouble, but the war had started the previous evening and many of us had
stayed up late watching it on television. As the morning announcements commenced, we settled
in; however, conversations continued in whispers, as they usually did without much complaint
from Mrs. Quincy, our science teacher.
My classmate Jimmy was a natural comedian with always something funny to say. As the
announcements switched over to the pledge of allegiance, we all rose. We were well trained to
rise to the call to the pledge, and we rose in our usual habitual manner. Dutifully, I always
recited the pledge; nothing else seemed like an option. Jimmy, of a Euroamerican background,
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continued his jokes. Midway through the pledge, I could not hold back and let out a small but
slightly audible laugh. While other students were quietly whispering, my teacher immediately
focused her attention on me.
Infuriated, she began to scold me, “You ungrateful child, how dare you disrespect the
pledge. You people! Disrespecting how good you have it here, while my son is sacrificing his
life for what you take for granted.” Her rant continued, but by this point I was more aware of my
classmates, as the sharp shudders of humiliation ran through my body. She called the main office
and had me sent to the principal. Ironically, my family had many members in the U.S. military,
who at one time or another had or would serve overseas.
It was a time of yellow ribbon nationalism, and any argument about my innocence was
dismissed. I was punished with a series of afterschool detentions, something I had never
experienced. My teacher’s wrath had spread to my fellow classmates, and they began to treat me
as an outsider or un-American, following my teacher’s cue. Alienated and shamed by both my
teacher and my classmates, anger grew within me and I could no longer ignore what was so
clearly evident—I was never going to be viewed as American by large segments of the U.S.
population. My adolescence became a search for my place in the world, a turbulent period of
internal struggle, between opposing forces that rarely coexisted honestly or peacefully together.
This was a form of cognitive dissonance that remained with me throughout my career in
education.
A Shift in Tone: Post-Elementary School IEP
My IEPs demonstrated a shift in tone and evaluation from elementary to middle and high
school. My elementary school IEP’s concentrated on demographic aspects such as bilingualism
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as the problem, and pointed to my behavior with subjective words such as “unwilling to let
others participate” and needing “friendship counseling.” Such observations did little to inform
the parents and student of what was truly impeding my academic success, and thus left me with
the feeling that I was inadequate and unable to achieve success.
My middle and high school IEPs mark an adjustment to a less subjective vocabulary,
which provided a more balanced portrayal of who I was as a student. In contrast to my
elementary IEPs, these reports portrayed me as a cooperative, well-mannered, and academically
well-functioning student. The shift in tone and focus of these reports contradicted the
observations and concerns of my elementary school educators, and demonstrated a language of
bias unacceptable by today’s standards. Interestingly, an African American woman, the first and
only bicultural person to evaluate me, conducted the most positive report. Yet, despite the
improvement, deficit language still prevailed in the observational notes provided by my teachers.
Coming to Terms with my Learning Differences
Throughout my first three years in high school, my grade point average (GPA) floated
between a 2.5 to just under a 3.0. Each grading period, I would begin with a renewed vigor that
this would be the semester that I would finally achieve the academic excellence my parents and I
thought me capable of, and prove my intelligence. Convinced that the only reason I did not
achieve was that I did not try hard enough—a notion reinforced by my teacher’s stated and
unstated perceptions—I would dedicate hours to studying. A predictable pattern, however, would
emerge as I received B’s and A’s at the beginning of the semester but would lose steam as the
intensity of courses increased. By mid to late semester, I would resign myself to the fact that I
was not a good student and maybe not that smart. I dreaded report card day more than any other
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day in the year and would castigate myself on my walk home feeling as though I could do better,
and had let my family down.
My father had two magazine subscriptions I devoured as soon as they arrived in the mail
and before he made it home, National Geographic and Time. The summer between my
sophomore and junior year, Time ran an article on attention deficit disorder (ADD), which at the
time did not have the infamous renown and misdiagnosis it does now.
My IEPs—up until high school—never mentioned my difficulty sitting in class and my
constant uncomfortable swirling in my chair, habitual trips to the bathroom, my slow reading
pace, or misreading of words on the page. In fact, most of my in-school learning disability (LD)
treatment centered on my accent, and motor skills, and that assistance had stopped in elementary
school.
As I read the article and completed its short self-quiz, my academic struggles made sense.
Immediately, I ran to my mother and said, “This is me! This is why I can’t study with dad after
school!” In agreement, they asked the school to test me for ADD the following fall. After a series
of tests and classroom observations, it was concluded that I had ADD and most likely some
visual reading impediment. With prescribed medication, a morning resource/study skills class,
and extended time on tests, my GPA improved to well over a 3.0 in the span of one semester.
Had it not been for that assistance and change in my GPA, I seriously doubt that I would have
been granted acceptance to my undergraduate university. Still, I felt ashamed of needing the
extra time and would avoid receiving special treatment after high school.
The structure of my resource class, nevertheless, helped me begin to understand that it
was not the effort I was lacking, but the appropriate type. Unfortunately, our resource teacher, a
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Euroamerican woman, approached the class as if something was wrong with us, even playing a
hypothetical game at one point guessing which one of us would be successful in college.
Predictably, she forecasted my future failure. As the only Latino male student, this public wholeclass activity intensified my humiliation, sense of shame—an experience that, unfortunately, was
too commonplace in my education, and not always so overt or transparent.
Asserting a Latino Identity in Euroamerican Suburbia
Every year I would look forward to my new social studies textbook and excitedly turn to
the appendix in hope of learning more about Puerto Rico. Every year one page would be
referenced containing a paragraph stating that the United States took possession of the island as a
result of the Spanish-American War in 1898. Sensing a missing component in my education, I
began to seek guidance from my uncle, a professor of Latin American Literature at the
University of Puerto Rico, during my summer trips to Puerto Rico.
“I’m not Puerto Rican,” embarrassingly I said to my uncle.
“What do you mean you are not Puerto Rican? How are you not?” Surprised, he tried to
suppress how he was slightly offended.
“Well, I can barely speak Spanish and everyone here treats me like I’m American,” I
replied adrift in confusion.
“Ignore them, there are more Puerto Ricans in the United States than there are on the
island. You were born here, your family is here, you have as much right as anyone to call
yourself Puerto Rican as anyone else,” he firmly asserted.
A tacit and unstated agreement was struck between my uncle and myself in those years.
Visits to the island would begin with him picking me up at the airport, making the short drive to
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the bars of Old San Juan where we would talk about school, books he had requested I read, and
converse with his artist and writer friends. It was during this time when my uncle gifted me
Carlos Fuentes’s Burried Mirror (1992). As a result, an informal education started, an education
that I remember more vividly than the formal one I was receiving in school, an education that
sought to reclaim my cultural dignity. Aided by the 500-year anniversary of Columbus’s arrival
in the Caribbean, a public and artistic debate erupted that permeated even my predominately
Euroamerican suburban environment, and allowed me access to critical anticolonial perspectives
for the first time in my life.
At the same time, my mother—in her pedagogical wisdom—suggested I write out my
feelings of frustration and anger. Skeptical at first, I commenced to write short paragraphs on the
back of or on the margins of my class notes. When the poetry of my sophomore English class
failed to seem relevant to me, I began to write my own during class. Little by little, I developed a
love for writing and dreamed of pursuing it as a livelihood. Unfortunately, while I wrote in
English, my syntax continued to mirror my Spanish, and paper after paper would be returned
with more red from my teacher’s corrections than the color of my own pen. I logically deduced
that I was a poor writer with mediocre grades to reinforce my negative self-conception.
By my junior year in high school, I began to sense something was wrong with my
education. My classes felt constricting, uninventive, and limited. I did not enjoy them; and the
more I learned about my Latino heritage, the more I felt distanced from the culture of my school.
The Latino population of my school was miniscule; but as my Latino identity emerged, I began
to find myself drawn to others who shared my ethnic identity. Simultaneously, my Spanish began
to improve, as I both spoke it and read it more often, usually on my own accord.
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The cultural disconnect I experienced during this time spread to my Modern World
History Honors course taught by Mr. Bennett, a small pudgy mustached man to whom I had a
great deal of difficulty relating. Beginning in middle school, my parents and I requested I be
placed in honors social studies courses, butit was not until high school that I was finally allowed
to enroll in these courses. An average C student, I had always done better in social studies, and
my grades reflected this interest. When the knowledge I had attained outside of the classroom
conflicted with what was being taught by the textbook, I sought clarification from Mr. Bennett,
who clearly disapproved of my questions and assertions, and chastised me for them.
IEP documents from the time show how Mr. Bennett viewed me as “listless, who
provides little effort, no self-motivation, avoids extra work, and is not motivated to achieve.” My
grades in his class slipped to C’s and D’s, in contrast to my previous B to A average in previous
social studies courses. I detested his class, yet I could not understand why. I, therefore,
interpreted my apparent failures and frustrations as my own inability to compete with the other
“real” honors students; meaning those who took many honors courses, and did not need parental
intervention to be enrolled in them.
By the end of the year, I had made a series of friendships with students at schools within
the district that had larger Latino populations. Frustrated by the isolation, I felt and unhappy with
my current setting, I elicited my parent’s help to secure a transfer. Mid-summer, my father and I
were called to a meeting at the district offices, where we were informed that I would not be
allowed to change schools because my school needed to meet a quota of minority students.
Informed we had no recourse but to accept the decision, I felt both dejected and depressed.
I grew angry with my family for having moved to the United States and tried to persuade
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them to send me to Puerto Rico for the rest of my high school years. Disturbed by my
unhappiness, yet fearful that attending a Puerto Rican high school would jeopardize my chances
at getting into a good university, they refused.
Defeated and indignant, I tolerated my last years in high school by establishing
friendships with Latino students at nearby universities. Spending as little time possible at school,
I immersed myself in as much of Latino culture as possible through new friendships, music,
films, and books. When I was accepted into college, I majored in Latin America Studies, with a
minor in literature with dreams of working in the U.S. Foreign Service, as a means to see the
world and write poetry on the side as my then–literary idol Pablo Neruda had done.
The Search for my Latino Identity
By my junior year, I had begun to disconnect from the Euroamerican community and
culture of my high school. The few Latinos that did attend my high school were mostly of
privilege, and together we would abandon our suburban homes on the weekend in favor of
Latino dance clubs in the city. Through them I befriended other Latino students in other more
diverse local schools and universities, and while a few were children of political refugees from
Central America, the majority were the children of ambassadors, World Bank employees, and
foreign dignitaries.
Most of my Latino friends in the United States were either financially well off or
struggling to make ends meet, none came from a socioeconomic background similar to mine.
Finding it easier to converse about my interests in history, literature, and art with my privileged
Latino friends, I slowly gravitated exclusively toward those of privilege. By my senior year,
most of my close friends were Latino and attended one of the neighboring universities. Still, I
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never felt completely comfortable with most of my peers as I struggled with the privilege they
benefited from and ultra-right political views that, while I understood their rationale for, could
never totally agree with. Consequently, while I would be accepted into these affluent friendship
circles I never felt that I belonged.
College
I was accepted into Harrison University in Washington, DC, on a probationary basis. This
meant that I would be limited to four courses instead of the usual five, be assigned a learning
disability (LD) counselor, and be required to take a remedial English and study skills course.
Upon entering my dorm room, the first thing I did was drape a Puerto Rican flag on my
window, a sort of bat call to the other Latinos on campus. In conjunction with a Dominican
student I met outside my dorm the first day, we knocked on the doors of students with Latino
names and introduced ourselves. Nevertheless, my years in the United States meant that I was
viewed as a Nuyorican (a term for a Puerto Rican from New York) and not completely accepted
by recently arrived students from Latin America.
Academically, I struggled. The new social context challenged my newly constructed
Latino identity, and I felt lost without a firm grounding of self. Again, I started off well enough,
but the demands of my classes, poor personal discipline in maintaining a study schedule, and
planning skills meant I was always behind, especially in classes outside my major. Desiring to
shed myself of the LD stigma, I stopped informing my professors and seeking guidance from my
advisor, whom I was not required to see after my first year.
I had chosen to attend Harrison University because it offered small class sizes, an
already-established network of acquaintances, and a Euroamerican professor of Latin American
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Studies whom my father and I had met during a campus visit and who had encouraged me to
study with her. Dr. Ellen spoke fluent Spanish and had spent considerable time in Puerto Rico,
she led on campus protests against US intervention in Latin America, and was a professor I
looked up to and greatly admired. By the time I enrolled in her Latin American Feminism course,
I had already taken two other classes with her.
While nervous to be in a course on feminism with only Euroamerican women, I
welcomed the chance to learn more about woman’s struggle in Latin America. I was appalled at
how my female cousins in Puerto Rico were not given the same freedom to leave their house for
college and pressured to live at home until marriage, or how many of my female peers had come
to the United States with the sole purpose of finding a suitable husband of equally prominent
socioeconomic standing, instead of a career of their own self-determination. I was excited about
what I might learn in the course. However, despite my enthusiasm, frustration immediately set in
in the first weeks of class, as conversations centered on stereotypical notions of Latin America,
especially Latino males and machismo, failing to distinguish the distinct cultural contexts of the
region.
“I do not deny misogyny in Latin America, but you have to understand that women are
viewed differently as well. For example, I was taught to pray mostly to the Virgin Mary not
Jesus. The role of motherhood and conceptions of the earth as a feminine from native traditions,
means there is a sacred femininity that creates conditions distinct from those that we have in the
United States. You can’t look at Latin America through an American lens!” I pleaded with my
classmates while Dr. Ellen made no attempts to offer clarification or assistance.
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“Calm down,” they would respond, misinterpreting Spanish speech patterns and
discursive style as anger or aggression—a common cross-cultural issue I would endure time and
time again with Euroamericans.
Our first paper was a report on a famous woman from Latin America. For my project, I
decided to explore the life of Julia de Burgos, a well-respected Puerto Rican poet. My poor
planning and study skills meant I procrastinated until the night before the paper was due. One of
my greatest struggles at the time was writing a paper and formatting it in proper MLA format,
yet I knew Dr. Ellen let us hand in papers for revision and figured that any misapplication of
proper citations could be remedied before the final version was due.
The week after the first draft was due, Dr. Ellen asked me to accompany her to her office
where she informed me that she had turned me into the dean of the college for plagiarism. I
pleaded my case and begged her to reconsider, but she stated that it was up to the dean and out of
her hands. She further added that I would most likely lose credit for the class and have to receive
a failing grade, so it was no longer necessary for me to come to class. I responded that I would
continue to come to class and that I had an authentic desire to learn more about feminism in
Latin American, even if I would not be receiving credit for it.
Two weeks before the end of the semester I received a letter from the dean of the college
with my name misspelled and reversed so my surname stood in place of my first name. The
appointment was scheduled for the following week during my feminism course, just days before
our finals.
“Mr. Arturo, you have been accused of plagiarism by your professor Dr. Ellen. I have
reviewed your case and have decided to enforce a loss of credit. You will receive an F on your
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transcript and are warned that you are lucky not be expelled and any subsequent incident will end
your time here at this University.”
“Wait, I don’t even get a chance to state my case?” I asked.
“You have the choice to be evaluated by a peer review panel as stated in your letter.”
“When would that be?”
“Next week,” the dean clarified.
“But that’s during finals. This is ludicrous. First, the charge is bogus. I am a registered
learning-disabled student who struggled with MLA citation on a paper that was not even a final
draft. I have continued to attend this class even when my professor who I have a good
relationship with and has informed me that I will most likely not receive credit. On top of that
you send me a letter incorrectly stating my name, which you incorrectly repeated,” I responded
angrily.
“Well, that was a clerical error. You have a choice, do you want the review or not?” the
dean retorted dismissingly.
“During finals? No thanks. I have four other courses to worry about.” Not waiting for his
response, I got up and left. After the meeting, I met with Dr. Ellen during her office hours. I
related the events of the meeting, the subsequent punishment, and how I took it as an affront to
my integrity and honor. I told her I held no ill will towards her but suggested that maybe in the
future she should consult with the student first before taking such drastic measures, as it was
never my intention to plagiarize. In tears, she apologized.
Two weeks later, the Cuban National Baseball team played the Baltimore Orioles in an
exhibition game in Camden Yards, Baltimore. Recognizing the historical importance of the game
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—it was the first time since the Cuban embargo that the Cuban national team played in the US—
I bought a ticket and drove to Baltimore by myself. As I sat in my seat to watch the game, I
noticed the familiar curls of Dr. Ellen’s hair a row away. I observed how, for seven innings, she
pretended to not see me. Instead, she laughed and embraced and spoke in Spanish with her
significant other. In defiance, I stared at them throughout the game and in between innings until,
in the seventh inning, I had had enough and left. I would not speak to her again during the rest of
my time at Harrison. As a young college student, the experience had left me feeling betrayed,
disrespected, and dehumanized. Despite the protection that accommodations were supposed to
provide me as a student with a learning disability, this was completely disregarded by the
professor and the dean. Not realizing at the time that I actually had rights to protect me against
such action, I did not pursue the injustice and instead internalized the frustration and anger.
My Experiences as a Latino Student in Teacher Education
Stumbling into Education
The endless cycles of economic growth and collapse generally means that those who
willingly participate in the “proper paths” for success (i.e., a university degree) are also subject
to the whims of the marketplace. Such was my luck; when I graduated college in 2001, job
opportunities were few and far between. Concerned about my finances, and looming student
debt, I found little career guidance upon the completion of my undergraduate degree. A
depressed economic climate meant that internships were as competitive as entrance to Ivy
League institutions, and my career options rested on the passing of the Foreign Service Exam—
rife with vocabulary referencing fencing and yachting terms of which I knew little. Needless to
say, I failed the exam. Frustrated by what I felt was an exam that alienated those like myself,
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bicultural and adept at cross-cultural communication—ironically, those who most needed to be
positioned in these jobs—I wrote Donald Rumsfeld a letter arguing the danger of such testing
policies.
Unable to secure any other form of employment, I took a job at my university library
while I studied to retake the exam. Months later, September 11 happened, followed by the
anthrax scare—I would have to get tested because my job entailed handling the mail from the
facility. Finally, the invasion of Iraq made it clear that U.S. foreign policy continued in the
tradition of its role in Latin America, and I would be miserable in such a career, and decided to
search for other options.
For many Puerto Ricans, the greatest figure from the civil rights era was Roberto
Clemente, a Major League Baseball player. Such a prominent civil rights figure was Clemente
that when Martin Luther King visited the island, he made it a point to visit the Clemente’s home
(Maraniss, 2006). As famous for his humanitarianism as his athletic ability, I felt it my duty to
rise to Clemente’s challenge, “Any time you have an opportunity to make a difference in this
world and you don't, then you are wasting your time on Earth.” When it became evident that a
career in the Foreign Service would not be conducive to that challenge, I knew it was time to
focus on something else.
Unable to find employment other than minimum wage jobs, I felt worthless and without
hope up at the age of 22. At the suggestion of a friend of my mother who ran an adult education
evening school, I was able to attain employment teaching English to adult Latino immigrants.
Instantly, I fell in love with teaching. Not only did it come naturally to me after years of assisting
my mother with her daycare, but also I felt empowered by engaging in a career that I felt as
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though I could do well, and for others. Consistent rejection had taken a toll on my self-worth and
teaching became both a perfect vehicle to make a difference in the world, as well as be
successful. Inspired by films of inspirational classroom leaders such as Dead Poets Society, I felt
a calling to the profession as a way to help those from similar backgrounds as myself.
In 2002, I applied and was accepted to Constructivist University in New York City to
study bilingual/bicultural education. The idea of learning methodologies related to the instruction
of cross-cultural communication, and biculturalism, greatly interested me. I did not yet know on
what subject or level I would teach, but I figured that such a path would manifest itself in due
time.
Learning from a City
One of the greatest experiences I have had the privilege to undertake in my life was the
opportunity to study abroad in Madrid, Spain, for one year during my undergraduate degree. I
learned a great many lessons by living in another country and culture; particularly one that was
somewhat similar to my native culture and, yet, allowed me the luxury of interrogating my view
of the world. And while I suffered experiences of racism, classism, and nationalism, it was the
first time in my life since my childhood that I felt both at home and accepted for who I was, an
emotionally open and communicative male, in a Spanish-speaking cultural context that echoed
familiarity. However, what I most enjoyed during my time in Spain was the freedom from U.S.
conceptions of race.
Madrid gave me the courage to live in what was, to my understanding at the time, the
dangerous behemoth of New York City. Brought up on images of decrepit buildings and
unpredictable violence, I had never once entertained the idea of living somewhere else than my
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privileged suburban bubble, until living in Madrid. Yet, as is the case with many of the
depictions we form of other places and people because of the images we are exposed to, I found
New York to be much more complex than what I could have ever imagined it be.
My experiences in school and work had begun to enlighten me to the pervasiveness of
racism, classism, and misogyny in the world. Yet, until that moment, I failed to realize how I
myself held such beliefs. Harlem, as would my experiences working in the Bronx and Brooklyn
later on, forced me to redefine conceptions of the so-called ghetto. While we had experienced
financial hardships in Puerto Rico and upon our arrival in the United States, my childhood and
adolescence occurred in a privileged environment. As result, I had been conditioned to view
these neighborhoods as violent, cultureless centers of poverty and despair; the reality I came to
learn was and is so much more complex.
Gender and Privilege at a Liberal Institution
Constructivist University is a graduate school of education founded in the late 1800s by a
philanthropist and a philosopher to prepare teachers for working with the poor. In many ways,
the school maintains the mission of addressing the issues of what is now called Urban Education,
through its still predominantly Euroamerican lens. My immigration to the US and subsequent
schooling taught me to be accustomed to being one of the few from my culture, a literal
minority. Attending Constructivist University only furthered this sensation more acutely, as the
student body was three quarters middle-class Euroamerican female.
“People of color have limited opportunities in this country, predominately because of the
second rate education they receive. You students of Constructivist University have heeded the
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call to better the lives of this populace,” the university president enthusiastically orated to us in
his welcome.
I turned and scanned the audience to see little representation of the people for whom he
expressed his concern. Befuddled, I grew uncomfortable with his speech; I had just met with my
financial aid counselor to review my financial aid package. By the time I graduated from this
school, I would be 40 to 50 thousand dollars in debt, and I was part of a small portion of the
middle class that was bicultural and could somewhat afford to attend. Still, the words felt
hypocritical, since I knew that a large percentage of bicultural students could never attend this
institution—leaving “the salvation” of bicultural communities in the hands of those who were
not members of the community.
Fortunately, my program had a strong representation of bicultural professors, all of whom
were female. In my small cohort, over half of the students were also bicultural, with those who
weren’t having lived abroad and able to speak another language fluently. I, however, was the
only male in our cohort of eight students and often one of the only males in our classes. This
composition often made it difficult at times to engage questions or issues that I considered
important.
“What concerns me is how this article fails to engage in the history of the Basque region
and how that impacts the implementation of these programs,” I stated worriedly to the two
female Euroamerican colleagues with whom I was assigned to discuss our weekly readings.
“That’s because it has nothing to do with history, it’s about their bilingual education
programs,” an irked Jeannie replied.
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Jeannie and Abigail were two of the four Euroamerican students in our cohort, and, for
some reason I could not understand at the time, they were never very accepting of my
perspective. Both spoke fluent Spanish and had lived abroad for a semester—one in Spain, the
other in Ecuador.
“But how can it not? Franco completely suppressed Euskera in the Basque region and
used the German Air Force to bomb its cities,” I responded, feeling dissatisfied by Jennie’s
abnegation. I had just two years’ prior spent a week walking through the Basque region and was
struck by the pride in their language and culture, as well as frightened by violence spawned by a
nationalism that had led to a bombing of a bank close to my apartment in Madrid.
“Why can’t you just stick to the instructions and discuss the article and what it says,”
Jennie dismissingly remarked.
Abigail, silently supporting Jennie and visually incensed by my argument, retorted, “Why
are you always trying to demonstrate that you are smarter. We are moving on with the
discussion, accept it.”
Demoralized and shocked, I remained silent. I was never under the impression that we
were in competition with each other. I felt I connected deeply with the other bicultural women in
the cohort and loved the collegiality and lack of contest between us, my closest confidant being a
Latina from Los Angeles. Abigail and Jennie, however, were to remain distant, and I would
never establish a pleasant relationship with them.
Exasperated, I phoned my mother that evening. “I’m tired of being in the minority, my
whole life I was a minority in school, and now I come here and I am a double minority.” The
unpopulated distance between my Euroamerican colleagues, especially those who were female
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continued to cause me great consternation throughout my two master’s degrees and subsequent
experience working in schools.
A Theoretical Exposure to Frame My Education
My master’s degree at Constructivist University provided me the theoretical foundation
to begin understanding the discrimination I had endured in my schooling, as well as to fortify the
importance of my role as a bicultural educator. My first semester came to be one of personal selfdiscovery that brought to light the dialectical tensions and cognitive dissonance I felt within
myself. My coursework illuminated the bias I encountered in my education through discussions
and readings on bilingual education, linguistics, power dynamics, and culture. Additional
classroom observation of other teachers throughout the city exposed me to students from similar
backgrounds as myself, neighborhoods I never imagine I would visit, and pedagogy in practice
through the perspective of a researcher.
One assignment, in particular, required that I visit a class in Washington Heights on three
separate occasions. Located on the most northern section of Manhattan, “the Heights,” as it is
most often referred to, is a primarily Latino, mostly Dominican neighborhood about 50 blocks
north of 125th street, which serves as the unofficial demarcation line between the wealthier
Euroamerican and financially restricted bicultural neighborhoods of Manhattan.
Assigned by my professor to visit this particular classroom, I coordinated with the teacher
who was a member of my program, but one cohort my senior. With some trepidation I boarded
the train at 116th street and headed north. As it had been required and set up by my professor, I
knew it had to be safe enough for me to visit; still I felt the fear of a lifetime of images and
stories that had long labeled neighborhoods such as the Heights as decrepit and dangerous.
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One of the deepest subway stations in the city, it required taking an elevator to the ground
level, which intensified my anxiety. When I finally exited the station, I was shocked to find a
neighborhood that felt, looked, and sounded like my hometown in Puerto Rico. Having left
Puerto Rico at a young age and residing in areas distinctly Euroamerican in culture, I had no
conception of what a Latino neighborhood in the United States was like.
Arriving at the elementary school, I was shocked by the building. Four floors of beautiful
New York Art Deco. Classes had begun and the halls were silent as the children were already in
their classrooms. A school safety officer welcomed me and asked for my identification, reason
for the visit, and provided me with a visitor tag and instructions as to where to go. Over the
following two months I would visit this classroom four times, observing the class, activities,
method of instruction, and manner with which the teacher conducted the class, as well as
interviewing students and the teacher.
I had previously visited another class close to my university and was struck at how
distant the teacher, who was Euroamerican, was from her mostly Latino students. Now in
another mainly Latino classroom with another Euroamerican teacher, I was impressed by her
connection with her students. The following is an excerpt from the assignment I completed
following these observations for my cross-cultural communication course:
The first part of the interview was centered on how she saw herself as a teacher. She said
she was confident in herself and her cultural identity, which helped her, recognize the
differences and needs of her students. She recounted on how she had traveled throughout
Latin America, most recently to Honduras and often spoke to Gabriel one of her students
about his country. She did admit she was not too familiar with Dominican culture on the
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island, but had lived in the Washington Heights area for over three years and was very
comfortable around it. I developed two theories after my first observation. The initial
theory was how Ms. F’s caring and positive reinforcement, compiled with a cultural
sensitivity and awareness are reflected in a positive manner in her classroom.
These experiences provided me with the space to begin to re-conceptualize stereotypical
and dogmatic notions of bicultural populations before entering the classroom, yet it did not show
me how to fully interrogate the impact of the dominant culture on subaltern communities, or how
to avoid replicating it myself when the time came to be in charge of my own class.
The coursework did assist me in identifying how identity plays an important role in a
student’s success and how the denial of a student’s native language has been traditionally
eliminated to gain full fluency in English, in turn crippling students’ cultural self-conceptions, as
was the case with my own schooling. Through the use the formula L2-L1, I learned how
students’ second languages were often seen as an impediment instead of a resource. At the end of
my first semester, I reflected on what I had learned and how it influenced my life:
We live in a world where we feel that in order to teach our children we must take
something away from them. This is what we call subtractive education, which is what an
immersion program often does. It attempts to eliminate a child’s first language, in order
to teach him a second one. It is not just the child’s language that is taken away but also
his sense of self, his identity. As Goldstein reflects in of her book, “language is a place
where people construct a sense of self” (Goldstein, 2002, p. 17). I equate this all to a
quote from Cummins’s book, “human relationships are at the heart of schooling”
(Cummins, 2000, p. 40). This method of instruction has demonstrated itself ineffective
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over and over again. It is time for a new method, one more humane, where the teacher is
not afraid to venture to new ground to understand his/her own students. I believe a
teacher’s greatest accomplish is to instill students with a sense of empowerment.
I did feel vindicated this semester when we were told of the benefits of being a
fully bilingual person, because for much of my life it was more a source of shame than
pride. Cummins states, “The research data also provides considerable support for the
positive consequences of additive bilingualism for children’s metalinguistic
development.” (Cummins, 2000, p. 198) I had long suspected that I saw things were more
complex than my monolinguistic peers, but could never understand why.
I have come to appreciate developmental late exit programs, because of Cummins
theory that it can take up to five years for a bilingual child to reach the language
efficiency of his monolingual peers (or in other words of CALPS in a second language.) It
takes this long in part because, “Every year English L1 students gain more sophisticated
vocabulary and grammatical knowledge and increase their literary skills. Thusly English
language learners must catch up with a moving target,” (Cummins, 2000, p. 36).
My own history testifies to this statement. Being integrated to an English only
classroom I was able to gain full conversational English within one year of my
immigration to the United States, by the age of seven.
Yet this did not equate into immediate academic success for many years, as I did
not begin to comprehend the decontextualized language for 10 years. Cummins theory
that language development is dependent on both psycholinguistic and sociopolitical
constructs, reflected itself in my experience as a need to reconstruct my cultural identity
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under a sociopolitical construct, which in turn led to my eventual psycholinguistic
success.
I experienced a great many emotions throughout my first semester at Constructivist
University. First there was anger—anger at my teachers, the culture that nourished their
behavior, and the rest of society that colluded with it. Mirroring the anger I initially felt upon
learning the history of Latin America, I did not in this case isolate myself in my own culture as I
had previously in high school and college. Instead, I felt pressured by unknown forces to accept
my experiences. When one of my professors of social studies methodologies asked us to read
works in critical pedagogy, I cringed. Stuck in between the Euroamerican and Latino world, I
never felt more pained by this nebulous state and its dialectical tensions.
While seeing the logic in critical pedagogy, I was afraid of the “radical” or “communist”
label attached to it. My parents had been children of the Cold War after all, and even though I
had a great deal of sympathy for Liberation Theology and the leftist guerrilla fighters in Latin
American, I had grown weary of being additionally isolated as a leftist, as the seclusion I felt was
already difficult to manage. The violence perpetuated by both right and left ideologies disturbed
me, and I felt that those paradigms failed to incorporate a sense of compassion and common
humanity for all.
I avoided radicalism on all sides from the right to the left, instead searching for a lucid
center that did not seem to exist. On one of my reflections on the work of Peter McLaren, I
attempted to rationalize:
I consider them dangerous because whatever dialogue does and may happen across
political points of view is lost when radicals such as McLaren or Limbaugh speak their
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rhetoric. I have more respect for a man such as Kozol who seems much more connected
to the realities of our modern day school system. Yes, there is social stratification in
education, however it is only in Kozol where I see valid proposals for a solution set
forward. Even if they are not accepted, they are certainly more reasonable than
McLaren.
I credit my professor at the time, Dr. Bellota, who was Mexican American, with the
patience to let me express myself and then gently push me to expand my conceptions of race,
culture, class, and sexual orientation. Dr. Bellota was a newly arrived adjunct professor from
California who taught social studies methodology courses. I marveled how she was able to both
push my Euroamerican peers and me in different ways that helped us almost simultaneously. Her
subtle skill became evident to me during a conversation with another student while I waited to
visit her office hours.
My classmate was from American Samoa, and I quickly realized the potential connection
between both of us as the products of U.S. colonial islands.
“How long have you been taking courses with Dr. Bellota?” I asked.
“Since she first arrived two semesters ago, and you?” She replied.
“Just this semester, but I am really enjoying her course and learning a lot.”
“Yes, she is really good at understanding our needs. For example, when I first arrived in
New York I was so happy and grateful. Growing up in Western Samoa I was always taught to
view the U.S. as the greatest thing that happened to us. I did not understand how we are secondclass citizens. Dr. Bellota sensed that in me, and one of the first major projects she had me do
was on my home. When I began to understand how we were not full U.S. citizens but still had
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the highest participation in the U.S. armed forces, a new way of viewing the world opened up to
me.”
Unfortunately, I was only able to study with Dr. Bellota one semester, but I would
continue to seek guidance from her even after I no longer attended Constructivist University.
Nevertheless, my understanding of the world was limited by a sense of Euroamerican privilege
that by this point was often self-imposed. Equipped with a rudimentary understanding of the
extent of oppression, discrimination, and asymmetrical power, I could not fully anticipate what
eight years in the classroom would force me to confront. I yearned for a noncombative space,
posited as the third space found in my readings—a place where both cultures could learn,
appreciate, and work together to build a harmonious society (Nieto, 2002). When distance
separated Dr. Bellota from me, I found little assistance with finding such a space.
What I had not understood at that point of my life was how our experiences can limit our
ability to overcome our own denial of the world as it is. By the end of my first year at
Constructivist University, I had begun to develop a rough sense of the dominant culture and the
asymmetrical structures of power embedded in our society, without a concrete understanding of
the weight of them or how to address them in educational contexts or within myself.
Not Qualified Enough: The Bureaucracy of Credentialing
Unfortunately, Constructivist University did not prepare me for the practical aspects of
teaching, such as lesson and unit planning, classroom management, and working under a
curriculum that more often than not contradicted the theories we had learned. Additionally,
Constructivist University failed to provide us with lessons on how to integrate the knowledge of
oppression with methodologies to alleviate it in our daily practice as teachers. When issues,
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tensions, or other examples of discrimination or a questionable curriculum arose throughout my
career, I felt ill prepared to deal with the difficult classroom conditions before me.
I have often remarked to colleagues that Constructivist provided me the knowledge that,
while very valid and important, I was not able to implement until years into my teaching career,
and other knowledge that I would quickly forget and need to relearn later on after I stopped
teaching.
Combining my love of history with a desire to critically challenge students and inspire
them to better the world, I choose high school social studies as my subject area. Unfortunately,
my program at Constructivist University only assisted in licensing bilingual kindergarten through
middle school teachers as bilingual education programs at the time were being dismantled by a
politics of xenophobia and its English-only advocates. And, while my advisor allowed me to
augment my interest through elective courses in the methodology of social studies teaching, the
path toward certification seemed somewhat vague, given my interests.
At the end of my first year, my father fell mysteriously ill. Unsure as to the prognosis, I
decided to investigate certification master’s programs in Maryland, close to their home. Oriole
State, the largest public university in the state and close to my parents’ home, offered an
intriguing option. In one summer and full academic year, I could both become certified, teach
half time, and complete a master’s degree. Consulting my advisor, I decided to take a temporary
leave from my program, if I was accepted to Oriole State. This would permit me to spend time
with my family and return to New York within a year, fully credentialed.
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“Hello Arturo, my name is Dr. Randy, I am the head of the master’s certification program
at Oriole State.” A polite and comforting voice sounded on my mobile phone, as I crept out of
the library.
“I am very impressed with your application and think you would make an excellent
candidate for our program. However, there is a problem. I have been informed by the
certification office that you do not qualify for a certification in social studies because you are
missing some of the required course work.”
“I am sorry, what coursework am I missing? I am currently taking social studies
methodology courses.” I asked, disturbed by her comments.
“That’s great, but the issue is they are not methodology courses, instead they are subject
area courses from your undergraduate program that the state requires. Have you taken a U.S.
history course? Or economics?” Dr. Randy curiously inquired.
“Well, not by title. But my undergraduate coursework was in Latin American Studies and
Political Science, which I feel incorporates both subjects quite extensively. I also really enjoy the
study of history and have pursued it on my own,” I countered in defense of my education.
“Well, I agree and again, am very impressed. However, the state certification office will
not issue a credential to any teacher who has not completed the exact coursework.”
“How many courses am I missing?”
“Four, and regrettably I cannot grant you entrance into the program if you have not taken
these courses. I do have another option if you are still interested in the program.”
“Could I take these courses, maybe at a community college and enter the program?” I
asked seeking a solution.
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“Yes, but you would have to reapply. Now, while your undergraduate degree does not
qualify you to teach social studies, it does however qualify you to teach Spanish. Would that
interest you?”
Caught off guard, I hesitated to respond. While I spoke, read, and wrote Spanish well
enough, the knowledge of its grammatical structure escaped me. Nevertheless, wanting to be
close to my ill father, I did not feel as though I had the luxury of time.
“Do you believe that I am qualified to teach Spanish?” I hesitantly questioned.
“Oh yes, very much so. I looked at your transcript and was very impressed. Remember
that the teaching of Spanish is not limited to the language itself, you can use the knowledge you
acquired in your bachelor’s to teach history and culture in combination with the language.”
Disappointed but inspired by Dr. Randy’s belief in my ability, I accepted her offer of
admittance; and while I would go on to find ways to be allowed to teach social studies on limited
occasions, I came to find pleasure in teaching Spanish.
A Practical but Culturally Deficit Education
If the aims of teacher preparation programs are to provide applicable knowledge of
pedagogical methodology in order allow teachers to survive and eventually feel comfortable in
suburban Euroamerican classroom, then the program at Oriole State very much exceled at its
aim. To this day, I have a great appreciation and respect for Dr. Randy and her colleagues. We
all have critiques of our education and ways it could have been better, yet despite limited time,
and the top-down bureaucratic agenda imposed on Dr. Randy, she did an admirable job.
At Oriole State, I learned how to plan a year, unit, and lesson, manage a classroom, build
upon concepts to develop understanding, and the methodology of foreign language instruction. I
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came to see how Dr. Randy struggled with a desire to spend a semester analyzing the texts of
Dewey and other educational philosophers and theorists, yet could not do so due to the practical
nature of the master’s credentialing program curriculum imposed by the state and the desire to
teach us how to survive in the classroom. In contrast, a great many of our professors continually
used Furoy and Wong (2005), The First Days of School, as their primary source, viewing the
purpose of the program as practical and not theoretical.
“You must learn how to take care of yourself both mentally and physically,” Dr. Randy
would warn us. “It is a stressful and difficult job that can impact your health.”
I listened, yet like many of my classmates, we communally held the erroneous belief that
it would not take much to teach and we would all be excellent teachers—a belief that underlines
popular conceptions of teaching as an easy, low-skills profession.
In contrast to Constructivist University, my classmates were predominantly
Euroamerican and female, I was one of four men in a cohort of 15, and one of two bicultural
persons. Class conversations rarely dealt with the education of bicultural students, besides the
additive about what would you do to assist English language learners or students with a learning
disability. Limited in exposure to other cultures, my classmates reminded me of those that I had
studied with in high school, which increased pressure to minimize my Latino identity in order to
be accepted. Immediately, I learned that neither my classmates nor some of my professors
welcomed application of the concepts I had learned at Constructivist University.
Undergoing my teacher formation during the era of No Child Left Behind, the focus on
mathematics, science, and language arts created a hierarchy of subject matter importance where
foreign language instruction was ranked just above art, physical education, and music, and often
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treated as an elective. Due to the narrow importance given to foreign languages, we would be
assigned to language arts methodology courses, as the closest, but not always best, fit.
The few foreign language methodology courses consisted of two students, a
Euroamerican woman and myself. Our instructor was a former Spanish teacher from Argentina
from whom I learned how to teach a foreign language and its grammatical concepts. Absent,
however, were any of the sociopolitical aspects of language that my previous program had
addressed, even when it would appear in our class readings.
Frustrated by the continual omission of these concepts in our course, I attempted to
engage them through an in-class dialogue about how to use our textbooks. “I have an issue with
how these textbooks represent Latin America and Latinos, as well as how they are so scripted
that it seems like you don’t even need a teacher.” I finally interjected.
“How so?” my professor responded, puzzled by my question.
“Well, I feel like it’s written from the perspective of a tourist from the U.S. It is all very
topical. Like look at this page, it’s the Mexican sombrero. Its full of stereotypes of Latinos and
cultural artifacts dressed as exotic.”
“Oh please, I don’t see any of that,” my professor responded, along with equally defiant
stares from my classmate.
Growing increasingly frustrated at their inability to understand, I responded, “Okay most
of Latino students are going to be from Central America. How are they going to feel about these
depictions about their countries? I mean they don’t even come close to talking about the wars
and suffering that made their families come here in the first place”
“Arturo, we teach Spanish, not politics. One thing has nothing to do with another.”
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“But then how are they ever going to understand their own history, especially when the
U.S. is so involved in it?”
“Ha,” my teacher dismissingly laughed. “You cannot teach your own political agenda. I
don’t understand you people. You come to this country; it gives you everything you have. I mean
look where you are compared to people in Latin America, and then you come here and complain
about it.”
“Yeah, if you hate it so much just go back to your country,” added my Euroamerican
classmate.
Furious, but sensing that continuing would only belabor a fruitless conversation that
would not end well, I admitted defeat and allowed the professor to change the subject. The rest
of the semester, I tempered my responses and attempted to remain in my professor’s good graces
by silencing my critiques.
To this day, the master’s certificate program at Oriole State only teaches one course that
addresses issues of culture, class, gender, or sexual orientation. When I attended, the course
Embracing Diversity in the Classroom Community was conducted online. I had never taken an
online course before as the technology was in its nascent stages at the time, and I remember
feeling it was an insult to the subject matter. We met our professor, Dr. Melvin, once. He the first
and only African American we had during our entire program. The class format was simple,
traditional, and predictable with weekly readings and reflections to be completed in online
chapter discussions and a paper final.
After a couple of weeks, my classmates began to circulate a flurry of emails complaining
about the professor. “He is an angry Black man. He is racist.” These grumblings from my
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Euroamerican peers soon turned into an organized revolt, with students sending complaints to
Dr. Randy to request a new professor or transfer to other courses. Initially, I felt bad for Dr.
Melvin—he was attempting to teach a course that requires relationships built on trust in order to
be successful, and here he was addressing incredibly sensitive issues through the Internet, and in
turn dealing with what I deemed at the time to be White guilt.
Comments ranged from, “I wasn’t around, and my ancestors came later much later” to
“We were Jews and persecuted too, why should I be made to feel like crap?” to “I’m not racist,
and I don’t see color.” These comments peppered our online discussions, and I felt cornered by
those in my cohort to lend legitimacy to their arguments of racism and hypocrisy. Yet, when I
would attempt to engage in discussions of the class reading through my assignments, I felt
attacked as well. Pigeonholed between my peers and my professor, I felt trapped, and continually
forced to make a public declaration of support.
I endeavored to engage in the discussions from a different perspective than that of my
colleagues. In discussing the genetic myth of race, I stated, “Since there is no scientific evidence
that such a concept exists, it cannot have a concrete use. What I mean is that the use of race is
subjective to its user.” Misinterpreting my comment as a dismissal of race as a universal concept,
instead of how it has multiple interpretations across cultures, Dr. Melvin responded, “Race is our
lived reality, ignoring it reproduces it.”
As the semester continued, Dr. Melvin continually challenged me to see these phenomena
as he did, leaving little room for interpretation, self-reflection, or growth. Under the stress of
quiet conformity to the rest of my cohort and my professor, I felt alienated, isolated, and
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separated. More often than not, I agreed with Dr. Melvin’s comments, especially those directed
toward my classmates; yet there seemed to be a severe miscommunication between us.
Trying to connect through honesty and seeking guidance, I admitted to my privilege, how
concepts of race and gender bias existed within myself. Still the challenges kept coming, to the
point that I felt belittled.
Where was the third space? Too radical for some, not radical enough for others, I could
not find a safe space within myself to engage in the subject area.
“If you are unwilling to look at this now, to what extent will that become a barrier for you
as you deal with immigrant students from Central America who may share linguistic
commonalities with you but not much else?” Dr. Melvin recorded in response to a class reading.
Previous contestations, while difficult, could still be rationalized, analyzed, and engaged. This
comment hurt. I wondered, what basis did he have to make such a comment? To me the
comment essentialized me, ignored the cultural and historical commonalities shared by the
Latino experience no matter the country of origin, and the sociopolitical nature of language and
the immigrant experience in the United States.
I interpreted that Dr. Melvin and I were not entirely in disagreement on a great many
topics we had discussed during the course, but too often I felt as though his remarks were
projections of his own perspective as an African American male. I recognized that as a Latino
immigrant taught to respect the authority of the dominant culture, I found myself quietly trying
to please or gain the approval of my Euroamerican colleagues, instead of being able to become
more open to the theoretical implications of racialized injustice that Dr. Melvin attempted to
expose us to in his course.
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I cannot say for certain if Dr. Melvin and I suffered from poor communication, lack of
relationship, or misunderstanding of each other, because the class format provided a poor
platform for genuine dialogue between the students and students and the teacher. That said, and
in retrospect, I am sure that some of my comments were limited by my academic naïveté of the
topic and inexperience. Nevertheless, I left the course with a nagging feeling within that the
needs of students of color in teacher preparation are distinct from those of their Euroamerican
peers, and that courses dealing with race, class, gender, sexual orientation, and identity require
emotionally aware and compassionate teachers willing to establish relationships of trust and
dialogue across all these differences in order to confront the dialectical tensions that are
continuously at work.
Chronological Disruptions
The format of my program at Oriole State provided a summer’s worth of classes before
we were handed our own classroom. Subsequently, I have decided to separate for thematic and
analytic purposes my education as a teacher from my experience as a teacher even when these
experiences were concurrent. For the sake of transparency, I would like to state that while
working as a teacher at Duke Ellington and The Academy of African-American Studies (AAAS),
I was also finishing my masters’ at both Oriole State and Constructivist University.
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CHAPTER 5
AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHY OF A LATINO TEACHER
This chapter is a continuation of my autoethnography, which focuses specifically on my
experiences as a Latino teacher. The following reflection on my teaching practice constitutes the
most pertinent source of data for this autoethnographic study in that it speaks to my experiences
as a Latino male teacher; and, as such, directly addresses the primary aim of this study: to
understand more specifically why, despite my great love for my students, I chose to leave the
classroom. Many themes have repeatedly surfaced during the course of my teaching career.
However, the themes discussed here are those I consider the most illustrative of the primary
purpose of this study.
My Experiences as a Latino Teacher
My first experiences as a classroom instructor predate my formal pedagogical training.
For one academic year, I taught English to adult Latino students in Miami. When an evening
Spanish high school–level class rebelled against its teacher, I was asked to teach the course. As I
had no certification or training, I had to share the classroom with the teacher against whom the
students had rebelled. A petite Argentine woman, she referred to the students as “animals” and
“disrespectful.” She was, unfortunately, the embodiment of the negative stereotype held by the
ruling class of Latin America, who are often viewed as Eurocentric, pretentious, and elitist.
Trying to distinguish my approach from that of my predecessor, I looked for ways of
linking students’ interests and culture to the class, using examples from popular culture, such
Tupac Shakur’s name, which comes from an Incan revolutionary leader during the time of the
Spanish conquest of South America. The class in return blessed me with its trust, going on to
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behave better for me than the previous teacher. After a couple sessions and when adequate trust
had been established, the class began to relay the nightmarish experiences of studying at their
school. They told me stories about teachers who feared students and would do little, playing
videos, reading books and newspapers, instead of engaging with students. This experience
provided me with a first-hand account of urban education but more importantly it allowed me to
witness the impact of blatant discrimination, low expectations, and deficit thinking on the part of
educators and school districts, which had occurred throughout my time in the classroom. The fact
that I was hired to teach English, without any formal pedagogical preparation, is tantamount to
the trial by fire many teachers face.
A New Teacher in a New Suburban School
Years later, in conjunction with my program at Oriole State, I was placed in a high school
to work as a part-time Spanish teacher. It was the first teaching position I held for which I had
received preparation. Duke Ellington was a new school built five years earlier in the same school
district where I attended high school. It was constructed to serve a community that did not exist
20 years earlier when my family first moved to Washington, DC. This community had a
substantial bicultural population consisting of just over half of the total student body, with a little
less than half of the students being Euroamerican.
Ellington also had the largest foreign language department I formed part of in my time as
a teacher, with two French teachers and five Spanish teachers. I was 27 at the time, and the only
male in the department, which I did not consider an issue at the time. Never did I imagine that
my gender would impact how I was viewed as a professional within this context.
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Teachers were required to attend departmental and staff meetings one week before the
students arrived. There was a casual and collegial feel at the school. I was assigned to teach two
Spanish II courses and a Spanish for Spanish Speakers class. The head of the department,
Melanie, coincidently was Puerto Rican and the daughter of family friends, though we had never
met until my interview a month earlier. Induction at Ellington provided me with copious
amounts of pedagogical support, a mentor teacher for my Spanish II classes and another for
Spanish for Spanish Speakers class, and a university sponsored mentor/evaluator.
During our first week, I befriended a Spanish teacher in our department. Suzette was a
year younger than myself, in her second year at Ellington, and had attended a rival high school.
We quickly became friends, my first stop in the morning being her classroom, and frequently ate
lunch together. She was my cultural translator, advising me on the intricacies, structure, and
personalities at Ellington. One morning before the year school began, I visited her classroom.
“Well you caused quite a stir at the school-wide meeting yesterday.”
Confused and caught off guard I responded, “How so?”
“Some of the teachers were remarking to Melanie what a hot exotic Latino man she had
hired. They even asked if you were a party animal.” She conferred in a tone I could not interpret
as playful or serious.
“Party animal - why would they think that?”, perplexed and worried that my professional
reputation was already ruined before my first year had began.
“Well you know that t-shirt you wore yesterday.”
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I tried to remember what I had worn the previous day. I had attempted to be professional
all week, wearing slacks and a button down the first couple of days until Melanie informed me
that professional dress was only expected when students were not in the building.
“You mean my lime green t-shirt?”
“Yeah, the one that looks like it has a marijuana leaf in pink on the front?”
Still confused and feeling the need to justify myself I responded, “Marijuana leaf? Really? That
was a palm tree; the shirt itself says Palm Tree under it! How could anyone think that?”
“Well it kind of looks like a marijuana leaf from afar, and you know with your tan and
long hair, they just kind of assumed,” she responded trying to justify their logic.
Still, I could not really comprehend. My hair was not quite long enough to tie in a
ponytail. Parted in the middle and wavy to the sides it was hardly a controversial style.
“Well it’s kind of messed up they remarked about my looks like that to Melanie,” I
retorted.
“Ha, whatever. Melanie called me this summer after my interview to tell me we had a hot
new teacher we had in our department. She knows I like Latino men. I was a little worried, but
then I met you, and you know, you’re Arturo.”
It was not the last time my gender and appearance would become an issue at Ellington,
but the experience left me feeling frustrated and fueled a need for me to prove my worthiness as
a professional and a Latino male.

	
  

163

Early Experiences with Racism and Sexism from the School Administration
Ellington is a large public high school with almost 2,000 students, 100, 4 assistant
principals, and 1 principal. Throughout my year there, I was observed by my department head,
two mentor teachers, two assistant principals, and the university-sponsored mentor/evaluator.
A couple of weeks into the school year, I received a call from the principal’s office to
schedule a meeting. Sensing my fear, the principal’s secretary informed me it was a routine “get
to know you” meeting. On the day of the meeting, I arrived 10 minutes early and waited for
Principal Abraham outside her door.
“Well, welcome to Ellington High School. Please have a seat,” Principal Abraham said,
as she welcomed me into her office. She sat behind her desk looking at my resume.
“I see you attended school in Susquehanna. That’s where I grew up. It’s incredible how it
has grown. It was mostly farmland when my parents first bought a home there.”
“Yes ma’am. We moved there at the end of my elementary school years.”
“And you are going to Oriole State?” she responded.
“Yes. Working on my master’s as we speak.”
“Well, I’ve seen you here later in the day than some of the full-time teachers. You
shouldn’t stay so late,” she half teasingly replied. “Are you single?”
Taken aback, I nervously responded, “Yes.”
“Well let’s see what happens while you are here. We have a very tight community here.
They hang out and go to happy hour together, often, and two of our teachers just got married this
summer.”
“Yes, I’ve been told,” I responded but was cut off by her secretary on the phone.
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“Yes. Okay. Really? Sure. Let me get back to you.” Hanging up the phone, she looked up
at me and smiled.
“I don’t get these families giving their kids names with so many vowels, making them
impossible to pronounce. Don’t they get that there are jeopardizing their chances at getting a
job.”
I said nothing and politely smiled.
“Well, good. Thank you for coming in and good luck.”
The meeting lasted no longer than 10 minutes, and while I was happy that I was not in
any sort of trouble, I was left with a nagging feeling of discomfort from the experience.
Two weeks later, I was back in the main office. I had been working at Ellington for
almost two months and had yet to receive a paycheck. While speaking to the payroll secretary in
the corner of the main office, Principal Abraham came out to speak to a parent at the front desk.
After the parent left, she inquired as to why I was there.
“I haven’t been paid yet,” I said, informing her of my problem.
“Really?” she asked, looking at the payroll secretary who confirmed my issues.
“Well, it must be because you’re Latino,” Principal Abraham joked as she moved toward
her office, elongating the pronunciation of the o.
“Must be,” I responded, forcing a slight smile. Unnerved by her comment, I buried it into
my subconscious and continued with my conversation.
Dichotomy of Teaching Spanish to Two Distinct Cultural Groups
Early on it was apparent to me that the foreign language curriculum in public schools was
bifurcated. My Spanish II classes had a scripted curriculum, units had to coincide with what the
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other Spanish II teachers were teaching, and tests had to be conducted simultaneously.
Interestingly, students in these classes were predominately Euroamerican, and it was the only
course for which I was officially observed and evaluated. My Spanish II classes were, truthfully,
a bit boring for my students and myself. Language was taught through a grammatical focus with
culture only included as almost an afterthought. As students were required to take two years of a
foreign language, most viewed it as a class that they simply needed to get out of the way, and
getting a good grade was the primary motivator. The ability to work in a department did inform
my practice and allowed the creation of some interactive lessons, but primarily we used a
textbook and packet of worksheets followed by the same Scantron tests to assess.
In contrast to the constant oversight I experienced in my Spanish II courses, in my
Spanish for Spanish Speakers class, I felt the freedom to connect with my students, legitimized
by the encouragement I received from my colleague. Subsequently, feeling constricted by a
scripted curriculum in my other courses, I poured all my creativity into this course, which my
fellow teacher helped designed. Contrary to my Spanish II classes, this course addressed issues
of identity, family, and culture of Latinos in its curriculum. I created lessons analyzing songs in
Spanish, developing small plays to enact, watching and examining films, and creating a
community circle that allowed the class to speak frankly about whatever topic they choose, as
long as they did so in Spanish. And despite the occasional lack of energy—it was a first period
course—or teenage boredom, I never once encountered any disciplinary issues.
I came to understand the reality of teaching a foreign language during those early days
and experienced a set of challenges that make foreign language education extremely frustrating.
The first challenge was student motivation, which was consistently low as the result of the low
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priority given to language learning, especially with its late introduction at the middle or high
school level. The students who came to class with a desire to learn a new language quickly grew
uninterested by the difficulty they experienced in trying to attain fluency by taking a class for
five to six hours a week, which was contrary to their conceptions that learning a new language
was easy. A small sample of students with an innate linguistic ability or early exposure to the
language could and did excel, but for the majority of students, the class was simply a subject to
scratch off their graduation checklist.
Peter was a disinterested student who did not view the attainment of a new language as
important, or so at least that was what he would communicate with me. He was American, he
said to me and spoke English; there was no need to learn another language. The one positive
aspect of a scripted curriculum, with its copious amounts of busy work disguised as learning, is
the opportunity for a teacher to conference with students during class—a routine I would practice
monthly throughout my teaching career. These mini-conferences allowed me to get to know,
advise, and learn from my students. During one of our first meetings, Peter additionally
confessed that he only cared about getting a “C.”
Yet, two months into the class, Peter barely had done any work, failed tests, and finally
was caught copying his assignment, leaving him with a failing grade. Instead of turning him in, I
tried to reason with him and provide him with a second chance. Unsure that I would not turn him
in, Peter went home and told his mother that I was abusive toward him and called him stupid,
and he wanted to change teachers.
The next Monday before school, Peter’s mother called me irate, recounting the story he
told her. Unintelligibly yelling at me for calling her son stupid, I could not understand what she
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was saying or apparently accusing me of doing. She refused to discuss the issue with me and
informed me that she would be calling the assistant principal, whom she stated she knew quite
well. Luckily, the assistant principal she mentioned had just visited Peter’s class and was
suspicious of the accusations. She informed Peter’s mother that she would contact the head of the
department and schedule a conference with her, Peter, Melanie, the department head, and myself.
The next morning, we met in the foreign language office. Extremely nervous, I brought
everything I had on Peter, including class assignments, and notes I had taken on his classroom
behavior and after conferencing with him. Unsure how to best approach a situation I had not
been trained to deal with, I chose to keep the evidence of plagiarism quiet—a last resort. Peter’s
mother reluctantly shook my hand as we sat down and glared fuming at me. I felt sparks of
nervous energy throughout my body that even affected my ability to speak. As the department
head laid out the situation, Peter refused to raise his head.
I began by telling Peter’s mother that I liked him very much and did not believe him to be
stupid in any way. His mother was not convinced, but the anger on her face slightly dissipated.
Showing her his coursework, grades, and notes, she visibly began to doubt Peter’s story, but it
was only when I produced my notes about Peter’s behavior during class, including comments
made during class, that his mother finally began to believe me.
Sensing an end to the problem and already late to teach her class, Melanie excused
herself and left the room. Peter’s mother then attacked him with the same anger she had
originally directed toward me.
“How dare you lie to me - make me come here to school and miss work! You know that I
have to work - that I am a single mother!”
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Peter’s distraught face continued to look down towards the table. I cringed, feeling
sympathy for Peter but unsure as to what to do and feeling like an outsider.
“You’re a liar! Just like your father!” she continued.
At that point I could no longer tolerate the conversation and informed her that I was sorry
she had to come in, but I had to excuse myself to teach a class. Later that afternoon, I spoke to
the assistant principal about the incident, and she related to me that Peter’s father had recently
divorced his mother, and she was not taking it well. When I related to her my fear that she was
taking out the anger on Peter, she responded, “Yes, and onto to you as well, but there is nothing
we can do. I appreciate how professionally you handled it.” I felt a deeper compassion for Peter
after our meeting, and continued to work with him to improve his class standing. In turn, Peter
changed his in-class behavior, applied himself to his work, and steadily improved his grade.
Social Emotional Learning as a Pedagogical Tool
A constant critique I have received throughout my life as a Latino in the United States
has been that I am too emotional. The tensions between my native culture, which accepts
emotions as a crucial part of habitual life, and Euroamerican culture, which seeks to limit the
sharing of emotions, seemed at the time to be a perfect method for engaging in issues that
interested me for my master’s action research paper. Feeling limited by topics and perhaps as the
result of my experiences during my first year at Oriole State, which constricted my ability to
address the social, racial, and linguistic issues in which I had previously engaged at
Constructivist University, I decided to focus on social emotional learning.
The following are direct excerpts from that study, which seem particularly pertinent to
my current autoethnographic study:
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The focus of my study will be my first period Spanish for Spanish speakers’ class. Due to
a large demographic change, traditional foreign language classes have had to adapt to a
new type of student. In this case the needs of first- and second-generation Hispanic
immigrants. The levels of proficiency in Spanish vary greatly, however for the most part
students have similar levels of academic achievement, which in this case is about a C
average.
Research tells us that nobody has as much influence on a child’s emotional
development as his/her parents. Yet in the absence of such guidance, it is the school’s
responsibility to do what it can to promote such development.
The first lesson was focused on the film “Eyes of the Storm.”. The film centers on
an experiment undertaken by a teacher named Jane Elliot in her 3rd grade classroom. To
demonstrate the innate cruelty of human segregation and racism she labeled her blueeyed students as superior to their classmates. After viewing the film, I conducted a class
discussion. In order to fulfill the curriculum requirements, all discussion were held in
Spanish. We discussed the film, human nature and its need for control and dominance
over others. I then opened up the discussion so that students might be able to speak of
instances in which they were discriminated against. Student A.G. responded with two
separate stories. The first was how she often felt that teachers judged her and held lower
academic expectations for her because she was Hispanic. I asked how many students felt
the same way, and over three-quarters of the class responded they had.
The second story centered on an incident in her social studies class. She spoke of
how one day her teacher had assigned seats in the class for an assignment and by chance
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four Hispanic students were put in consecutive order. An African American peer told
student A.G. “oh my god, this jonk is funny I gotta call immigration cause we have four
illegal aliens here.” I asked student A.G. how she felt. She said she felt insulted, angry,
and humiliated. I asked her what she said to her peer? She said she didn’t say anything. I
explained to her and the class that being African American in this country is not easy,
that just as she had felt judged by her appearance, her peers felt judges by his. That the
same feelings she felt when he made his comments, he felt when he was discriminated and
he was only projecting that pain onto her.
Every other Friday I held community circle during which students would discuss
topics they proposed. Student B.M. shared an experience in which she fought a fellow
student in middle school. She described being taunted by this female peer and giving her
constant warnings. After various days of abuse she spoke of how the girl hit her in the
hall and she fought back. She then asked student A.G. who was also present because she
said she didn’t remember what happened.
Student A.G. described how B.M. punched and then pushed her opponent against
a locker. She described how B.M. dismantled her opponent slowly blow by blow until
with a terrific shove she knocked her opponent unconscious when she pushed her head
against the locker.
I asked student B.M. to take me through her thoughts before and during the fight.
She began to speak about how she grew agitated until she burst. I asked her why student
A.G. had had to finish the story. She responded by saying that when the flight started the
rage she felt had built up to such a point that she blacked out and could not remember
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anything until ten minutes later. “So you blacked out?” I asked. “Yes,” she responded.
“Why?” I questioned? “I don’t know; because I was so angry.”
I took the opportunity to relate this to the chemical reaction in the body and the
process its goes through as one becomes agitated that we had earlier studied. I explained
to the class that at the moment of her fight the chemical reaction in her body was the
equivalent to her being on drugs. I added that in such a rage she could have killed her
opponent without even remembering what she had done.
Student B.M. who adamantly defended the need for her fight wrote, “If I could’ve
changed something I would’ve left that girl in peace. I would’ve ignored her instead of
fighting with her. I should’ve talked to an adult about my problem with her. In the end I
had to change schools because she and her friends wanted to fight me for revenge when I
was a freshman in high school.”
The following day a fellow Spanish teacher told me of an occurrence in her
daughter’s history class. As her class began most of the students softly continued their
conversations. In the back of the room sat student A.G. with two other Hispanic peers.
Annoyed with the fact that the class continued to talk he singled out student A.G. and her
peers. He yelled at them and then accused them of carrying on something illicit or illegal
in the back of the room. My fellow coworker’s daughter who was also of Latino descent
described being shocked by the teacher’s accusation because the group’s behavior was
no different than what the rest of the class was doing. However, student A.G. who has
previously lost her temper in the class remained calm and said nothing.
The next morning, I asked student A.G. about the incident. She said that she was
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angry at her teacher’s reaction but that she had thought about my class earlier in the day
and how student B.M. had lost control of her emotions and decided that there was a
better way to educate her teacher. Later that day student A.G. went to her vice principal
and related to him what had happened in the classroom. She later said that having not
spoken back at the teacher was good because what she had done speaking with her vice
principal had been much more productive.
The sense of community my students and I established during the course of that class is
something I always remember fondly and have struggled to recreate again in other educational
contexts. The ability to have a class for bicultural students of a similar culture to mine allowed
me to better structure the course to fit their particular learning and social needs.
At the end of the year I was called into Principal Abraham’s office to have my exit
interview. Having earned the respect of the assistant principals, I hoped it would be a pleasant
meeting as she welcomed me into her office.
“You know when you first started working here I was worried about how you would
handle the attention of our female students, but you did a good job and were professional. I have
to say we will be sorry to lose you.”
I felt insulted. Countless hours of work, good remarks on my classroom observations and
relationships with my students, and the only praise I received from the school administrator was
for managing to act professional with my female teenage students. Maintaining my composure, I
thanked her and left, feeling disappointed and invisible, beyond my gender.
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A Year in Limbo: Working at a Private School for Wealthy Students
As my father’s health improved, my plan was to return to New York to finish my
master’s at Constructivist University, while working full-time. Having completed my
coursework and master’s thesis, I only needed to pass the praxis certification exams to be fully
certified. This included a total of four tests: two Spanish, and one math and reading/writing. I
had no problems attaining passing scores on the Spanish certification exams but struggled with
the mathematic portion of the general exam, even though the reading section scores were above
average.
Consequently, I was unable to attain the final composite exam score to pass the general
exam by just a few points. Indignant and frustrated, I would not pass the exam until two months
later and with the help of a math tutor who showed me the test-taking strategies, not the math
necessary in order to pass the exam. The idea that my ability to attain employment was curtailed
because I did not attain a passing score on a subject that I would never teach not only infuriated
me but also created doubts over my ability to be as successful a teacher as my Euroamerican
peers. Unable to earn my certification in time to attain employment in New York, I postponed
my move for another year. In some ways this was a blessing as it allowed me exposure to
another educational context—that of a wealthy private school.
Crossroads was a small, predominately Euroamerican private school in Susquehanna. It
concentrated on educating students with learning disabilities. The wealth of the students’
families was reflected by the high tuition, brand new facilities, state of the art technology, and
fundraisers that raffled private guided cruises on yachts.
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Again, I was the only male teacher in my department, which because of the intimate
nature of relationships with students promoted by the school culture, left me feeling exposed to
misinterpretations. Finding little comfort with the predominately female and Euroamerican staff
that greatly mirrored my cohort at Oriole State, I focused on establishing relationships with my
students. I was disconcerted by the casual environment at the school, where students had
friendship-like relationships with their teachers and interactions between students and teachers
teetering on the inappropriate. By the end of the year, students would ask me about my sexual
history and other deeply personal questions, which I felt extremely uncomfortable listening to,
let alone discussing. Still, they related how other teachers would answer such questions. I was
left to ponder something that I would struggle to define throughout my career: What are the
limits of a professional relationship between teacher and student?
Beyond nonsalient personal topics, many schools expected me to be the friend, mentor,
educator, and parent figure for students. Consequently, I struggled to define what my role as an
educator should be. Is it okay for students and parents to call me at eight o’clock at night on my
cell phone? Should I be divulging personal information, and if so, what type of personal
information? What are the differences between adequate and burdensome levels of
responsibility?
I came to connect with and care deeply for the few bicultural students at Crossroads.
Their experiences in a predominately Euroamerican context of wealth greatly mirrored my own,
in that they were expected to acculturate to the mainstream Euroamerican culture of the school
while foregoing their bicultural identity. Consequently, I was eager to listen and be supportive.
One student in particular, Megan, the granddaughter of one of the Little Rock Nine, would visit
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me during lunch, where we would discuss issues of race and class at length. I grew concerned at
how ostracized Megan felt within the school community and decided to consult the assistant
principal, who was also African American, for guidance—unfortunately, to little avail. The
assistant principal dismissed my concerns and stated that my student’s issues had nothing to do
with race and that she just liked to talk a lot. Issues of color and difference were addressed in
very much the same manner of my education, celebrating other cultures during certain weeks and
months of the year, and approaching racial and ethnic differences through a one-size-fits-all
approach. Frustrated by my assistant principal’s reaction, I did not insist, recognizing that this
was how she had survived in such an environment for as long as she had.
Since the concerns raised were easily discarded, I decided to continue to listen to Megan
and validate her concerns, ignoring the advice of the assistant principal. It did not dawn on me
what this meant to her until the end of the year, when her mother came to give me a goodbye
present with a note from Megan, thanking me. This gesture deeply touched me and affirmed the
importance of engaging student concerns with respect and dignity.
A Nonsensical Induction to New York City Public Schools
While not fully certified, establishing my candidacy through transcripts and letters from
Oriole State allowed me to gain entry to the New York Public Schools (NYPS) job market. In
late spring while still working at Crossroads, I traveled north to New York to attend a job fair. I
had impressed a NYPS recruiter, Ms. Gina, a former principal in DC, during a job interview, and
when I arrived she personally guided me through the fair to principals with whom she thought I
would be a good fit. She additionally suggested I apply to an induction program, the New
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Teachers Project, which would assist with the relocation, give support with credentialing and
school placement, and provide a series of professional development opportunities.
I secured three job interviews on that day and traveled back to New York weeks later to
conduct a series of demo-lessons. One school in particular, The Academy of African-American
Studies (AAAS) greatly impressed me. A small all-boys school with a focus on teaching history
to empower students whose culture was and is continually marginalized, I was hired with the
promise of teaching two sections of Latin American History.
In early July, I excitedly moved to New York to begin the New Teachers Project. As
participants in the project, we were given temporary housing in Brooklyn Heights, where I met a
large contingent of new teachers. Within walking distance to the NYPS headquarters, I was able
to complete my necessary paperwork rapidly, concentrate on securing a permanent residence,
and take the professional development courses that I hoped would provide me some sort of
preparation for working in the different cultural contexts into which we would be entering.
When the professional development courses began, I felt hugely disappointed. The
sessions were conducted by a theatre group from the Upper West Side of Manhattan, with zero
pedagogical experience. Consisting of little more than icebreaker activities, Manhattan-centric
scavenger searches and the optional reading of complimentary copies of the books Freedom
Writers (Gruwell, 1999), and Everything Is Illuminated (Foer, 2002). The Eurocentric focus of
the program, an unwillingness to appropriately prepare teachers—almost all of whom were
Euroamerican and female—to work in neighborhoods that are culturally distinct and the
exoticizing of the events of 9/11 by way of the Foer novel left me seething. Indignant, I voiced
my displeasure during our sessions to colleagues and the program coordinators.
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“Why are we conducting scavenger hunts in sections of the city which the majority of us
will not work? You know that most of the jobs available to new teachers in NYPS are in
neighborhoods of people of color, not in the White areas we are visiting. How is Jenny, coming
from Upstate Minnesota being prepared to work in a majority Dominican neighborhood? How is
reading a book about a young child facing his father’s death on 9/11 have anything to do with
teaching in New York? Especially when we aren’t even provided with tools to help such a child,
in case we should actually have one in our classes?”
My complaints fell on deaf ears and seemed to irritate most of my colleagues who
thought me conceited, including a female colleague who would later become my girlfriend. It
seemed, once more, that my willingness to ask questions that those in charge did not want to
address left me isolated and alienated in a context that was supposed to support my induction as
a new teacher. Weeks into her new job in the Bronx, another colleague like Jenny quit. Securing
an apartment in Upper Manhattan close to my university and an easy commute to my new place
of employment in the Bronx, I simply stopped attending without any protestations from the
program organizers.
A School Destined to Fail
Midsummer I received word from Mr. Patrick, my new assistant principal, that there
would be a retreat for the new teachers of the Academy of African-American Studies (AAAS).
Held in a beautiful hotel overlooking the Hudson River in Tarrytown, New York, 30 minutes
north of the city, this retreat was everything the New Teachers Project was not.
Instead of shying away from issues of race, the administrators of AAAS embraced them.
Founded by Principal Hughes, a former history teacher, and Mr. Memphis, a community activist,
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who met while working together at a high school in Harlem, they tirelessly lobbied the New
York Department of Education for the right to open AAAS. The school was given half of the top
floor of a large 1940s neoclassical comprehensive high school building. Once a thriving school a
block off the grand concourse of the main thoroughfare of the South Bronx, the school had
witnessed the “Ghettoization” of the neighborhood during the White flight of the 1970s, and was
made infamous by Jonathon Kozol (1995) in his book Amazing Grace, as one of New York
City’s failing schools.
Closing the year before my arrival, the building now consisted of seven thematically
different, specialized schools, part of the small-schools initiative instituted by then–New York
City Public Schools Chancellor, Joel Klein, a leader of the modern educational reform
movement. I quickly learned that working in a new school district meant learning a new culture
as distinct as the neighborhood and school itself. A controversial project in the eyes of the
NYPS, the school would be—for the duration of its existence—underfunded and under great
scrutiny because of its controversial focus on African American Studies.
During my time at AAAS, I used five different classrooms and transported my materials
on a cart through crowded hallways full of teenage boys. We rarely had access to textbooks, and
those that we did were classroom sets usually in poor condition. The few resources that the
school had usually went toward the math, English language arts, and science classes, whose labs
were ill equipped for the pedagogical necessities stipulated in the curriculum and where I
awkwardly taught a class among beakers and emergency faucets. The school had one copy
machine that was broken more often than not. Frustrated with the machine, I walked into my
neighborhood Office Depot after my first paycheck and purchased my own heavy-duty printer,
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spending close to half my paycheck on it. The cost of materials fell on us, and were it not for the
assistance of my parents, I could not have afforded to teach at AAAS, as a large portion of my
first three paychecks went towards class supplies and projects, and the other half toward rent.
Focused on cultivating students’ pride in their culture and history, the school placed high
values on establishing a supportive community. Teachers and administrators were addressed as
brother and sister; achievement was measured through rites of passages adapted from West
Africa, and ancestors would be offered libations through a series of whole-school gatherings.
Latino speakers, musicians, community activists, and artists would be brought to perform and
address whole-school assemblies aimed at highlighting our common African roots.
Students dressed in slacks, button down shirts and ties, and teachers were expected to
lead by example. To teach at AAAS required a commitment to the education of bicultural
students and an evolved understanding of the oppression of subaltern communities. The “N”
word was prohibited, and casual Fridays often meant that teachers wore shirts with a crossed out
N on their chest. It was the first and only school where the administration and staff were almost
completely bicultural, predominately African American, and males in particular. In those first
months at AAAS, I felt as though my life finally had a purpose and meaning, and I was where I
needed to be.
Culturally, it was a period of transitions, as the contextual environment was different than
any other I had known. Still, I was completely invested in the school’s mission. At the same
time, most of my friends outside of work lived in Manhattan and were Euroamerican or bought
into the “making it in New York lifestyle,” attending the hottest clubs and wearing the most
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fashionable clothes. Tensions ran deep within me, and I often felt like an imposter in both
settings, even though in my heart I felt more at home with my work colleagues.
When I introduced myself to my classes, I admitted to my non Spanish-speaking students
that my name might be difficult to pronounce and that they were welcome to truncate it from
Acevedo, to Ace. The name stuck, and from early on I was called Ace by both students and
colleagues alike. Still, feeling like an imposter in the setting, I felt uncomfortable appropriating
the term brother or sister into my vocabulary, as I did not want to come across as fake. Gradually
I came to feel more at home and began to address my colleagues as brother or sister in front of
the students.
Initially approached with a bit of caution by my colleagues, word of mouth soon spread
among those who had not already warmed to me, which afforded me a sense of solidarity with
my coworkers and bicultural persons for the first time in my life. Committed to the school, its
mission, and my students, I read countless history books on the topics I covered and refined
lessons on the weekends, weeknights, and even on the subway. I loved my students deeply, but it
was the Latino students whom I realized needed me most. Although the majority of the school
staff was bicultural—Mr. Patrick and three other teachers being the only Euroamericans on
staff—there were only three Latino teachers and five Spanish speakers, of which I was the only
male.
Classroom management was not an issue in the majority of my classes, except two
Spanish One courses, where I struggled with some of my African American students. I observed
how these students responded to the “tough love” by some of the stricter personalities on staff,
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but I found this method alien and difficult to replicate. In fact, until I found a consistent teacher
voice after much experimentation, handling the “difficult” students brought me great stress.
An Authentic Space for Dialogue
The one luxury AAAS had in comparison to other small schools that also lacked space
was a conference/computer/copy room next to the guidance office. It was in this room, which
also served as a lunch lounge, where I had some of the most rewarding and controversial
conversations in my educational career. A total of six teachers including myself shared our meals
two to three times a week there, discussing everything from politics, race relations, gender,
economics, and sexuality to education.
Gio was our physical education teacher, a second-generation Italian Bronx native who
embraced his New York Italian identity almost as much as his fanatic love for the Yankees,
whose stadium just over a mile away.
“Ace, you are a chameleon,” Gio would say.
“You can mix it up in the hood, and the bougie rich neighborhoods without dropping a
beat.” Always more comfortable giving compliments than receiving, I was humbled by his
thoughts.
“That’s what you get when you grow up between two cultures,” I’d respond.
Amiri was our spoken word artist/teacher. Raised in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn, Amiri was a
poet of the streets who emitted a deep passion and love for his African American culture and art.
“I thought Ace was an uptight White guy when we first meet, then I discovered he’s this
mega Latino.” Both Gio and Amiri presented an unyielding masculine exterior, which betrayed
the nurturing and sensitive aspects of their personalities.
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Giselle, a Harlem native of Nigerian descent, taught science and made no secret of her
desire to one day become a medical doctor. In time, she would become my closest confidant.
“Ace is my boo! Don’t mess with him.” Giselle would defend me when Gio, Amiri, or
Hassan would tease me, usually for what they considered my sensitive nature, which they would
say was only common in gay men.
Also present would be Bob, a former musician and Mormon who rejected the racism and
materialism of his childhood and decided to become a teacher in his late forties.
The last participant of our group was Hassan, an active member of the military and dean
of discipline, whose brutal honesty would often get him in trouble with the administration and
whose car license plate read, “still crazy.”
“Two hundred and fifty years, Ace. That’s two hundred and fifty years, followed by an
apartheid system that didn’t differ very much,” Amiri stated.
“Yes, and Latin America had African and Indigenous slavery, followed by civil wars,
U.S. trained and supported dictatorships, and genocide,” I responded.
“Yes, but our racism is institutionalized, even after slavery. Look at the lack of access we
suffered,” Hassan interjected.
“What about the U.S. support of death squads in Central America, toppling of
democratically elected Presidents, and assistance and support of regimes torturing their own
people.”
“Same thing happened in Africa,” Giselle added.
“Okay, my bad. The point here is not to make a case of who had it worse. Each group
suffered and continues to suffer mightily from the same source. What I meant to say is that the
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Latino experience is different, and while I commend this school for having its emphasis on
African-American studies, you cannot impose an African identity on all Latino students.”
Our conversation grew out of the concerns that the Latino students had, little by little,
voiced to me, which had become an increasing concern of mine. Teaching Latin American
history, and being the only Latino male teacher on staff, I was looked upon by the Latino boys
for support in airing their grievances to the administration.
“But Ace, you know full well how many Puerto Rican and Dominican kids here
completely negate their African ancestry even when its written all over their physical
appearance,” Amiri correctly retorted.
“Yes, I wholeheartedly agree. I both welcome and teach my students to embrace the
African influences on our culture. I tell you, when I am around West African culture it feels very
familiar and comforting to me. I even wish that it was a greater part of my physical appearance.
Still my culture is not just African. It’s Spanish, Taino, and African. Why does one culture have
to have supremacy over the other? There is a song is Spanish that I love that states, ‘our beauty is
in our mix.’”
“But the majority of our Latino students reject their African ancestry. I hear it on the
court by the way they tease each other,” Gio, who had been silently listening, furthered the
argument.
“I am not disagreeing with you, the D.R. has an ugly history suppressing their African
ancestry, especially in response to their sharing of the Hispaniola with Haiti. I mean they have
race listed as a part of their official ID cards, and they have some twisted concepts on race, even
by U.S. standards. I don’t gloss over that in any way when I teach my courses. Still you cannot
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dictate to a person what their identity should be, especially when you are not from their culture.
That means that you are slighting parts of who they are, to fit what you think they should be.
And that’s not even entertaining the other Latinos from other countries who don’t even have
African ancestry, like Juan Diego who comes from Mexico.”
“Are you saying they didn’t have African slaves in Mexico?” Hassan sarcastically asked.
“Of course they did, but it’s not as simple as that,” I answered frustrated by the
conversation and my inability to articulate my point. These conversations, while intense, were
never disrespectful or dismissive; however from time to time they were exhausting, even if they
were invigorating.
“Okay, let me frame it this way. Amiri, you are African-American.”
“I’m Black!” Amiri mocked lightening the mood.
With a smile I responded, “Okay Black. . . . But you are a poet, a person who cries at
cheesy movies, and hates Ghetto novels. You are more than your skin tone, no?”
“Yes, but I’m not negating my African heritage.”
“Your right, maybe not a clear example. What about all the students that hang out with
Giselle before and after school that get teased.”
“You mean the fags,” Hassan teased. Amiri and Gio laughed; while they would never use
the same language as Hassan, they appreciated his willingness to be honest. Used to males
responding in this manner, Giselle had gone out of her way to establish a small space of
tolerance for openly gay and sensitive students.
“You know what’s funny, Hassan? You guys make fun of the gay kids, but you have to
go out of the way to use the words No Homo, before you say anything! Considering how many
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ex-wives you have, maybe you’re hiding something,” Giselle pronounced to the room, while the
rest of us laughed.
“That’s my point! You can’t dictate to another person who they should be,” I exclaimed.
“Yay, but they are gay!” Hassan resumed his half jokes, which Giselle replied to with an
angry stare, while Amiri and Gio laughed boisterously.
“You know you are pretty homophobic, right?” I stated.
“Yes, but I feel no different than the majority of the men here. I just say it.”
There was little political correctness to our conversations, but it allowed for us to express
ourselves how we wanted to without fear of reprisal or offending deeply, and in time, we learned
a great deal from each other.
A short while after having this conversation, I approached assistant Principal Patrick
about my concerns. Speaking with Principal Hughes, they decided I should conduct a
professional development session on the education of Latino students. Empowered by the request
and fueled by a promise to advocate for the students who had confided in me, I spent weeks
preparing my presentation. It was well received by the staff; with Bob informing me afterwards
that it was one of the more informative sessions he had experienced.
Still, the school culture failed to change much, and I gradually grew frustrated by the
complaints of the Latino students and my inability to help them. Equally frustrated at the
treatment of our openly gay students, I supported Giselle in establishing an unofficial gaystraight alliance at the school. Yet, these tensions continued to weigh on me and, combined with
other situations as I was finishing my master’s at Constructivist University.

	
  

186

In December, my grandmother fell gravely ill in Puerto Rico, and I was able to make it in
time to hold her hand while she passed. Shortly after, my relationship with my girlfriend
crumbled due to circumstances out of our control and my difficulty juggling all my
responsibilities. In March, I defended my master’s thesis at Constructivist University, which
centered on the AAAS’s mission and my attempt to apply it to Latino students though Latin
American History.
Approaching late spring, the students began to grow restless, as they anticipated the end
of the year around the corner. Most of the students who had caused disturbances in my class had
stopped attending school consistently, and those who previously had been more or less well
behaved started to act out.
“Otis, please begin the warm-up,” I reprimanded, trying to control my anger. For weeks
Otis had been testing me—defiantly talking while I did, getting up to blow his nose or throw a
piece of paper away as disruptively as possible, or going to the bathroom for 20 minutes a couple
of times per week. He baited me, and I naively responded by giving him the attention he desired.
Between completing my degree, sorting out certification issues due to bureaucratic
mistakes on part of Oriole State and then the Maryland State Department of Education, a difficult
end to my romantic relationship, and teaching, I felt at the edge of a precipice. As Otis continued
to ignore me, I finally snapped and was no longer able to control my anger.
“Get out, Otis! I’m sending you to the Dean.” For all the struggles I had with some of my
students, I had feared removing them from my classroom, for fear of being thought weak by both
my students and staff. There existed a culture that the teacher who had classroom discipline
issues was fragile and should not be teaching at such a school. I feared this more than anything
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else, and it caused me great consternation. I was not, nor would ever be, a disciplinarian. On this
day, I had had enough. Ignoring me, Otis continued to talk, laugh, and dismiss me.
“Why? I didn’t do anything. Why should I leave? Whatever man.”
The rest of the class watched, some bothered by the disrespect, but most because they
found it entertaining. He made no effort to leave so I went out to the hall and called one of the
school safety agents for help escorting Otis. Still he made no effort.
Losing my composure, I yelled, “Get up!” Finally, he reacted, gathered his belongs as
slowly as possible. When he got up, he commenced to go around the classroom and shake every
student’s hand.
“Get the fuck out of my classroom!” infuriated, I yelled.
At this point the security guard had arrived at my door, and knowing he would be
restrained, Otis threatened back, “I know which way you go home!”
I knew I would regret the words as soon as I said them. Sure enough, by the end of the
day I was called into Principal Hughes’s office and informed that I would be receiving a letter in
my file. That while teaching some of our students could be challenging, there was no excuse for
my unprofessional behavior. I completely agreed with him, told him I was very sorry and left.
While I could not help with agreeing with Principal Hughes, I also felt like I had gotten very
little support, and that the detention punishment system instituted at the school had little to no
effect whatsoever with our most challenging students.
Dejected, I left the school as soon as possible only to find Otis at the subway station.
Upon seeing me, he charged toward me.
“Fuck you! I’ll throw you down the tracks. I know where you get on and get off, and at
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what time!” Noticing what was happening, three other students grabbed a hold of him and held
him back.
“If you are going to throw me in the tracks for trying to help you by giving you an
education, so be it.” I responded, no longer angry and resigned to the situation as the train slowly
pulled into the station.
A set of Latino students had come and stood between where Otis and I stood. Calmly,
they asked me to get on the train. I did as they asked, and they got on with me.
Early the next morning, I was called to Principal Hughes’s office again. Expecting to get
fired, I grabbed my bag. Accompanying him was Otis and his mother. The students who had
witnessed the incident at the train station had informed Principal Hughes of what had occurred,
who had then phoned Otis’s mother. Mortified by the actions of her son, Otis’s mother came to
school and begged for my forgiveness.
“We are a God-fearing family. I did not raise my son to be violent. I know and desire for
there to be serious repercussions here, but first I wanted him to apologize.” She pleaded. “Otis,
apologize to the man.”
“I’m sorry Mr. Ace.” Otis whispered while looking at the floor.
“No! Look him in the eyes and say it!” His mother scolded him.
“I am really sorry Mr. Ace,” as tears streamed down his face.
“It is to you whom I should apologize,” I responded to Otis and his mother. “I should
have never used inappropriate language toward Otis, and I promise you that I am not that sort of
person. Otis, I like you very much, and I think you are a very intelligent student. You just
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frustrate me very much sometimes. I dealt with it in the wrong manner and promise to never
again confront you in front of the whole class. I hope you can forgive me.”
After serving a couple days’ suspension, Otis came back to school, and my class. I did
not have any more discipline issues with that class for the rest of the year. A short time later, a
fight erupted in the halls, and Otis was suspended again. He would continue to be in and out of
school for the rest of the year.
Looking for Hope
Watching Hassan run down the hall and help restrain students was an almost routine
occurrence at AAAS. A short while after the incident with Otis, a student knocked another one
unconscious. I started to question my position at the school. I was not alone; teacher morale
began to waver toward the end of the year.
Giselle confided in me, “The task of educating these boys seems insurmountable. How
can we get them to where they need to be in order for the city to be happy with our test scores?
No matter how hard I work I can’t get them to come close to learning what they need in order to
be successful in college. We are failures.”
“I feel the same way. But look at Quique, Nate, and the other students who come to
depend on you. If you aren’t getting them to the academic level you wish for then at least you are
helping them become better people. Maybe that’s the first step? Maybe it’s their kids who will be
a success because we did our small part in preparing our students to be better people. I don’t
know. I’m grasping for straws here.” I tried my best to find the positive side.
In early May, I graduated from Constructivist University. I did not wish to participate in
the graduation ceremonies, but as I had not attended my previous two commencement
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ceremonies due to my perception of them as their self-congratulatory and meritocratic, I felt
obligated to participate in this one for my parents’ sake. When Constructivist ended, and the
amount of responsibilities decreased, I grew somber and depressed. My graduation pictures
testify to my subdued mood, a collection of minimal to forced smiles. Weeks later, I traveled to
Maryland to visit my family for a long weekend.
After a subdued Friday and Saturday, I was due to return to New York City on Sunday.
When the time came, I could not move. I felt incapable of going back to work, and begged my
parents not to force me to go back. My father grew angry, and yelled. “Be a man, get up, and get
on that bus! You are not staying here!”
Still, I couldn’t fathom returning. I curled up in fetal position and sobbed. A year’s worth
of emotions manifested themselves in those tears. Growing tired and exasperated by their
inability to help, my parents allowed me to rest for the night.
The following day my father took me to a psychiatrist whose office he had remodeled
during a period when he ran his own contracting company.
“I understand that things are hard, but you know that’s life. You have to be a man and go
forward. You don’t need a psychiatrist for that,” My father said as he reluctantly drove me to my
appointment, reiterating mainstream male views that the suppression of emotions is better than
outwardly manifesting them, burying instead of confronting, all of which I vaguely understood at
the time, nevertheless still internalized negatively.
“You know what you remind me of?” The psychiatrist serenely stated after listening to
my retelling of the last year. “The veterans I treated from the Vietnam War. They would come
back and feel this immense sense of guilt for surviving while their friends died. You have dealt
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with a lot this year, and it’s amazing you made it this far. You are very hard on yourself.”
Providing me with an excuse from work, I rested for a few days before returning to New
York and finishing the school year at AAAS. The struggle of navigating crowded hallways, lack
of resources, my colleagues’ intolerance and homophobia, the burden I felt as the only advocate
for Latino students, and the city’s constant scrutiny of the school, combined with the end of my
relationship with my girlfriend, all left me feeling like I needed a fresh start.
Feeling guilty as though I was betraying the school I had invested so much, I informed
the AAAS administration of my desire to leave. After a short search, I found a new position.
AAAS would continue to lose staff members, including Principal Hughes, Mr. Patrick, Giselle,
Amiri, Hassan, and countless others. Two years after I left, the city announced that AAAS would
be closed after graduating that year’s freshman class.
Good Intentions and a Misguided Administration
The hiring committee of Upper Manhattan High School consisted of the union
representative, one of the three assistant principals, a Spanish teacher, and the dean of discipline.
We met at the end of a school day in early June. All wore t-shirts and jeans except for the dean,
and the small and unorganized room where the interview was held amplified the casual nature of
their dress.
Upper Manhattan was located in one of the newest school buildings I had seen in the city.
Not even 10 years old when I started working there, it had three floors, technology-filled
classrooms, and two fully equipped computer labs, a fully equipped library (not very common in
small schools), a basement with a music classroom, health center, cafeteria, and a beautiful gym
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with a weight room in the back. It was a world away from AAAS, in spite of it only being only a
20-minute subway ride south.
“Did you have an advisory system at AAAS?” assistant principal Celeste asked. It was
difficult to gauge Celeste, as her demeanor went from cordial to aggressive in the span of
seconds.
“No, we did not.”
“Advisories are the centerpiece of our school here at Upper Manhattan. We call them
family group, with the teachers as the head of the family. We meet every day for 35 minutes
during third period, where we take attendance and conduct life skills and bonding activities.
You’d also be responsible for advising the students in your family group; their academic
progress towards graduation, and design their schedule.”
“Why do you take attendance during third period?” I asked.
“We are a transfer high school. Most of our students are behind on credits when they
arrive here. They don’t have the best attendance and, in order to keep the city happy, we take it
later in the day to give them a chance to show up. Most of our students are close to, or over 18
years old, and have until 21 before they age out. So you have to understand that most of our
students are low skilled and don’t have a lot of motivation. By having a family group, we are
giving them the family they often don’t have at home. Students here address our teachers on a
first name basis. In fact, we are all on a first name basis. Is that a problem?”
I did not know how to respond, a great many parts of the school gave me doubts. Family
group? Calling teachers by their first name? Like many bicultural persons, I was taught to have a
deep respect for my elders, especially my teachers, the idea of calling them by their first name
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felt so alien. Still, I had not had much success in securing employment for the following year,
and while I felt guilty at not returning to AAAS, I could not fathom lasting another year shuffling
from room to room, both physically and emotionally exhausted. Upper Manhattan offered
something I had yet to have: my own classroom, a space that I could make my own for my
students. No more lugging laptops, books, copies, often forgetting my pens and supplies in one
room or another. Here I could organize my room, know where the bathroom pass was, file
papers, have a supply of writing utensils, a set of books, and decorate it to match my subject
matter. Still, I would not be allowed to teach Latin American History, but with the facilities,
surely it would be easier to teach here.
Sensing my trepidation, Celeste added, “We also have two full-time social workers, two
full-time psychologists, and a health center in the building. Principal Susan’s view is that this is
the only place where these kids can experience success for the first time in their lives, and once
they do they can go on to be successful.”
I did not meet Principal Susan until the first day of school. My interview had taken place
in early June, and she had not been on the hiring committee. At end of the first week, I asked her
if she had a preferred template for lesson plans. She smiled and said, “Whichever you choose.”
From the start, the environment at Upper Manhattan made me uneasy. Relationships
between students and teachers tended to be very familiar and the interactions between teachers
and students bordered on inappropriate, with teachers having intimate knowledge of student
relationships, questionable flirtations, and personal access with them through personal cell and
home phone numbers. Professionally, teachers were expected to assume the responsibilities of
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family members while receiving no training or guidance, and partnerships with the actual family
generally worked around what the school thought it should do.
Every day began with a staff meeting that lasted 45 minutes, most of which Principal
Susan spent talking to the staff on what the teachers came to call her soapbox. On it, she exposed
her struggle against the Department of Education and how we needed to make sure our
attendance rates and other data reflected what the department wanted to hear. On other occasions
she asked for the staff to make a big push to register our students to vote for Obama, or how she,
a Euroamerican mother of two biracial African American students knew how and what was best
for our predominately African American and Latino students. It was hard to listen to these
speeches, and the older teachers often avoided them by arriving late, a trend Susan did not want
to initially go through the trouble to curtail.
Unlike AAAS, the majority of the staff at Upper Manhattan was Euroamerican, with only
four African American teachers and myself as the only Latino teacher. There was a generational
split as well, with half of the staff having worked at the school over 10 years, and the other half
under five years. It soon became apparent that the African American teachers did not appreciate
Principal Susan, as they would meet to talk in the hallway outside of my classroom after our
morning meetings. Attempting to avoid any stress outside of my control, I focused on my
classroom and lessons.
“There will be a meeting of the Shakespeare Club after school today.” It was late Friday
afternoon at the end of my first week of work when the announcement came over the intercom.
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Shakespeare Club? Aside from the credit recovery courses and athletics at the school, I
was unaware of any afterschool club. At the end of the day Mary, my family group coteacher,
peered into my classroom.
“Are you going to happy hour?” she asked.
“Happy hour? I didn’t know there was going to be one.”
“Didn’t you hear the announcement?”
“What announcement?” I inquired.
“Shakespeare Club! That’s what they call it. The whole staff is going, and Susan
specifically asked if we were going?”
If the lines between professional, personal, and responsible relationships were blurred
between staff and students inside of school, they were further diminished by the weekly Friday
happy hour meetings at a dive bar two blocks from the school. Attended by the majority of the
staff, these outings would last for three to four hours after school concluded on Fridays. By the
end of these engagements, inebriation would reach levels of a college party with Susan handing
out shots and teasing members of the staff. I attended these functions for the first month until I
began to question the professionalism of drinking to levels of intoxication within two blocks of
the same subway entrance the students used.
There was a quiet subservience one had to have with Susan. Her questions were personal,
and she avoided establishing mutual trust and respect. In turn, I kept my answers polite and
short. I questioned my colleagues whether they thought it was professional for our school leaders
to get drunk and verge on inappropriate behavior with their staff. “Stop being so uptight,” they
would respond. Still it felt wrong, and I eventually stopped attending or would go for one drink
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and leave. Unbeknownst to me, this bothered Susan, and she began to dislike me.
While most teachers would come to work in t-shirts and jeans, I would wear a button
down, tie, and slacks. I took my status as a role model seriously and wanted to model how a
bicultural person could be professional while maintaining a pride in his culture. Unfortunately,
Susan and other staff members judged me as arrogant and snobbish because of my dress. It
began to dawn on me that because Susan disliked me, extra-pay after school opportunities would
be offered to others, especially those that attended Shakespeare Club.
By the end of my first year, female colleagues began to warn me. “She has issues with
men, especially men of color. She married a man of color who left her with two boys, and now
she lives with her parents. She doesn’t take kindly to men of color having their own opinions,
even if they are voiced with respect.” I heard the same warning from four distinct female
colleagues. The thought had never crossed my mind, and while I initially dismissed it, I
understood that leadership roles for female administrators were difficult and did not want to use
stereotypical explanations. Yet, the more I observed Principal Susan’s interactions with me, the
more I came to agree with my female counterparts who issued the warnings, particularly the fact
that she did not like me.
At the same time my classes became a struggle. I did not experience many issues with
classroom management besides the occasional belligerent student yelling at me for something
that had nothing to do with me, which by this stage in my career I had become accustomed to,
but still found emotionally draining. Instead, my greatest classroom frustration was getting my
students to engage in my class.
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As a transfer school, students would arrive needing one or two semesters of a class to
fulfill credits. This meant that there was little continuity between levels of Spanish or attention to
previous experience with the language. For the students and administration at Upper Manhattan,
credit accumulation, the passing of the New York State Regent Exams, and high school
graduation was the priority—not learning. As Spanish did not require an exam, little importance
was placed upon it besides passing the class, and even that was sometimes glossed over for the
sake of graduation statistics.
On more than one occasion either my course grade or class credit would be reversed by
Principal Susan. Students would be placed in an after-school credit recovery time, during which
they would work in the computer lab where they completed simple activities on Quizlet.com that
provided them the credit they had failed to achieve during the day.
In spite of these issues, I was determined to inspire my students. I purchased popular TV
series, like the Simpsons, in Spanish, showed Spanish films, posters decorated my room, created
role playing games, scavenger hunts, and an in-class food market including fake vegetable and
fruits with the help of the art teacher. Still, nothing worked. Conditioned to busy work, my
students complained about having to get out of their seats and begged for worksheets instead.
There is little more frustrating for a teacher than to see a lesson that he/she has spent a
great deal of time creating fail. Desperate, I sought the advice of anybody on staff who might be
of help. Unfortunately, I was the only Spanish language teacher on staff.
During my second year at Upper Manhattan, the English Language Arts Department,
under which I was placed, received a new assistant principal. A Euroamerican woman married to
a Brazilian man, she spoke both Portuguese and Spanish and was the only administrator on staff
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who valued language instruction. Together we brainstormed ideas, implemented them, and on
my invitation she observed the lessons. Still, little worked, and my confidence in my pedagogical
abilities suffered.
“Arturo, don’t take it personally. It’s the culture of the school and the mentality of the
students. You would probably be best served moving to another school,” she would say.
Feeling defeated, I eventually adjusted my effort to mirror that of the older teachers at
Upper Manhattan. Instead of interactive lessons, I provided my students with the worksheets and
simple activities they desired. At the same time, I grew frustrated with the culture of low
expectations at the school and felt as though I was being forced to adopt them. Family group was
a struggle. While I enjoyed my students, their attendance would often be atrocious. The semester
would begin with 35 students on the roster, of which only 30 would show for the first month or
so and then trickle down to 15 to 20 on most days by midsemester. Union stipulation stated that
each course should have no more than 34 students per class, but since attendance waned,
teachers knew that if they had 40 students the first two days of class it would be 30 by the end of
the second week.
With so many students coming and going, entrance to the school was monitored by a card
scanner, which students swiped upon entering the building. Family group leaders were held
responsible for attendance. Students were given our person cell phone numbers, which worried
me since it was against district policy. We were expected to call and wake them up in the
morning, track if they came to school or not, and contact their families if not. A typical day
meant one could be on call from seven in the morning until nine at night, sometimes later.
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When a Teacher Becomes a Symbolic Figure
Gina was a bright student who wore pink juicy sweat suits to class every day. She had an
African American mother and Latino father. Unfortunately, her father had left when she was
young, and her mother was raising her on her own. At 19 years of age her story mirrored that of
many of our students at Upper Manhattan.
During the first weeks of class Gina was cordial, respectful, active, and full of interest.
Then almost abruptly she changed. She became dismissive, constantly angry, and refused to do
her work. She would negate her Latino identity whenever she had the opportunity, going out of
her way to state that she was “Black,” while her physical appearance could not hide her Latino
background. I understood this to be her wish, respected it, and did not impose any sort of cultural
identity onto her. Acknowledging my own struggle to define my cultural identity during my
teenage years, I always attempted to allow my students to have the space to define themselves as
they pleased as long as they were respectful to others and themselves.
As her temperament worsened, I attempted to speak to her individually. Defiantly, she
would stay quiet and nod her head, until one when day things came to a boil.
“Gina could you please pass the worksheet back and put your cell phone away.” She sat
in the first row as I had moved her seat to better observe her and be able to discover how to
better to assist her; reasons I had informed her privately of and which she accepted without
response.
Ignoring me, she continued on her cell phone. Knowing that school policy was to have
them stored away unless given permission, I knew Gina was trying to antagonize me. When I
finished passing out the worksheets to the rest of the class, I provided those behind her with a
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copy, ignoring her silent pleas for public confrontation. My experience with Otis and other
students had taught me that sometimes students sought public confrontations to release pent up
anger, and I tried to delimit these episodes by navigating the space around them until I had the
opportunity to speak with them privately. Fearing her anger, I approached her slowly and
kneeled next to her desk to avoid talking down to her.
“Gina, what’s wrong? Can I help?”
“Leave me alone!” Defiantly, she continued on the phone.
“Gina, you know I can’t allow you to be on your cellphone. It is a bad example for the
rest of the class,” I kindly and patiently responded. I learned that when students were upset like
Gina it was best to keep a pleasant tone, even though maintaining my patience also had to do
with how stressed I was, which by the end of my career was increasingly difficult.
“Gina, I am sorry you are upset, if I have done something to upset you I apologize.”
“Just leave me alone!” Infuriated, she yelled; the class, sensing a spectacle, quickly
observed.
As I had been patient, the class looked at Gina as if something was wrong with her. I
knew that if I was not careful this situation could become not just a student against teacher, but
an entire class against the teacher. Sensing the lack of empathy from the class, she took the pile
of papers and swiped them to the ground. I got up and took two steps back.
“Gina, I don’t know what’s wrong. If you won’t talk to me you can talk to Ms. Jennings.”
Ms. Jennings was the school psychologist whom I knew Gina was seeing since she had come to
pick her up during my class on two separate occasions.
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“Fuck this!” She got up and stormed out of the classroom as the rest of the class watched
enthralled while some students chuckled.
“She be crazy, Mr. A!” A student exclaimed as the rest of the class nodded their heads in
agreement. No matter how many times I, feeling forced to do so, encouraged students to call me
by my first name, a certain portion never would. I sympathized with these students as I had been
brought up in the same manner.
“She isn’t crazy. She is just having a bad day. Now get working on the worksheet. It’s
due at the end of the period.”
After class I went to see Ms. Jennings. I knew that Gina had gone to see her because I
had sent a student to her office to check. An African American woman in her late 50s, Ms.
Jennings had the comforting affect of a grandmother, which was how the students addressed her.
I was cognizant of my students whom I knew she worked with and developed a mutual respect
and working relationship as a result.
“I tried to approach her with the upmost sensitivity Ms. Jennings,” I pleaded.
“Oh hon, I know,” she replied warmly and understandingly.
“Her anger towards me comes out of nowhere. Like it’s really personal and deeply felt.”
“Yes, it is.”
“I know she has a Latino father who left, do you think that I remind her of him? Is that
what this is about?”
Ms. Jennings smiled, “You hit it right on the head. We talked precisely about that, and
she even admitted it herself.”
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The realization hit me like a ton of bricks. When Ms. Jennings validated my speculation,
I came to have a deeper understanding that my role as a bicultural male teacher meant that I
would at times be the personification of the missing male in the lives of some of my students and
even colleagues and or administrators. In an unexpected way, I comprehended the rage I had
focused onto my parents during my adolescence was now being focused onto me.
Power over Ethical Pedagogy
The longer I worked at Upper Manhattan, the easier it became for me to see that the
Principal Susan was more a salesperson than a pedagogue. Parents, district officials, evaluators,
community organizers, and the staff itself listened to her sales pitch touting what an amazing
school Upper Manhattan was, and truth be told, she did an excellent job selling a place that in
reality did not exist. Herein lies one of the ironies of NCLB: As the result of the increased
scrutiny, principals must be able to “pitch” their schools in order to secure funding. Meaning that
while a school may appear to be successful or unsuccessful, the reality is a great deal more
complex.
As I slowly realized how unethical much of what occurred at Upper Manhattan was, the
less of an effort I made to disguise my lack of approval. Instances included the building
maintenance manager, a frequent happy hour attendee, being arrested for the embezzlement of
funds, teachers missing work without notice, and male teachers at times sexually harassing
female students, which students would confide to me in private.
“You have been working at Upper for five years already Dale, you have seen it all, you
argue with Susan all the time, don’t you see the root of it?” I pleaded to Dale, the dean of
discipline and U.S. history teacher whom I had befriended while working on the school

	
  

203

leadership team. The school leadership team consisted of a committee of three teachers and the
union representative. Our duty was to “provide an annual assessment to the community district
or high school superintendent regarding the principal’s record of developing an effective, shared
decision-making relationship with the SLT members during the year,” according to the New
York City Department of Education. Except we had done little in terms of providing an
assessment, and all our suggestions had been ignored by Susan, who presented what she wanted
to the school community and never consulted the parents, instead dismissing them as uninvolved
and apathetic.
“You know I disagree with her all the time,” Dale responded.
“Yeah, but the low expectations, and way too friendly relationships with the kids –it’s
White guilt, man.”
“White guilt? I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not,” Dale, a Euroamerican male from
Upstate New York, had a canny ability to earn the trust of students from a completely different
cultural background. Standing at an imposing six foot three inches, he gained their respect
through the love, patience, and humor he demonstrated toward them, instead of using his
physical prowess to intimidate.
What I most enjoyed about working with Dale was our ability to dialogue, disagree, and
challenge each other about what was going on at Upper Manhattan, and in the end still respect
each other, united by a common goal: the education of our students.
This common point of empathy allowed us to develop a mutual respect and open
dialogue, which I had found difficult to have with other colleagues, especially those from a
Euroamerican background. Dale cared deeply for the students we served waking up early every
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morning to call them or their families, establishing relationships to the point that one mother
asked him to drive her child to school every morning to make sure he graduated, and being on
the phone with parents and students until nine or ten every night.
Still there was an immediacy I felt when working with bicultural students; and the way
their failures weighed on me that did not seem to faze him. It was hard for me to describe to him
how the fact that these children came from similar backgrounds as mine, and how it was more
personal without sounding condescending.
“The other day Nikki the English teacher told me how she had designed a unit around
Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha, and how Susan reprimanded her for having her students read a
book that was beyond their reading ability. Nikki responded to her that she had scaffold the unit
to make the concepts attainable and coherent, but Susan would have none of it. That’s what I
mean by low expectations.” Perturbed, I related to Dale who listened patiently and
empathetically.
“Yes, I agree with the low expectations, but the race element, how does that play a role?”
“The idea that she understands our students because she has a biracial kids is a bit
insulting no? Okay so I was covering your detention room fourth period, and Susan came after
15 or so minutes. At first it was just Jesse and I, but as it grew closer to lunchtime, Lakisha, and
Maria also arrived. You had told me I could help them with their work but not allow them to
have personal conversations. Well she walked in there and started to talk to Jesse as if she was
his best friend, like they were buddies. Then Maria starts asking Susan about her social life, if
she goes clubbing? Has a man? And Susan starts smiling and telling her, talking to them as if she
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as part of their crew, asking Lakisha if she is dating Jesse and other outlandish stuff. I couldn’t
believe it! You think that’s professional?”
“No, it’s pretty out there, but I can’t say it’s really all that surprising knowing Susan.”
“This simplistic notion that she has that if only our students experience some success,
even if it is watered down and doesn’t prepare them for the future, that’s also pretty insulting.”
“What I don’t understand is how you are able to challenge her and disagree with her and
she still respects you, while I don’t say much to her and she clearly doesn’t favor me?” I asked.
“Yeah, I don’t really get that either, maybe it is what other say it is that she doesn’t like
strong willed and independent thinking males of color to challenge her.”
Culturally Relevant Teaching Undermined
The inability to educate students in the manner I thought was best for them would not
just be undermined by ineffective leaders, but also by those I looked up to and respected.
Hannah, the union representative, had been at Upper Manhattan for over 30 years, and through
our work on the school leadership team we had developed a loving bond. Unmarried and with no
children, I started calling her “Mom,” a nickname that immediately stuck, and she adored.
A social studies and English teacher for over 40 years, she now was responsible for
attendance and union duties, and taught a social studies course. While we had many of the same
critiques about Upper Manhattan and Susan, in particular, I was surprised by her disapproval at
my attempts to address cultural identity development and place value on my students’ home
culture in the classroom.
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“What do you mean you incorporate their vocabulary?” Hannah asked me suspiciously
one morning after our school leadership team meeting while we ate fresh bagels with Dale, who
quietly listened.
“I bring in whatever sayings as a way to validate their culture, for example you know
how they say kicking rocks for dry feet. Well I’ll translate them into Spanish. I mean sometimes I
mess up and misuse the words but they love it,” I responded.
“How have you messed up?”
“Have you heard them say the term blowin mines?
“No, I don’t really pay attention to what they say.” Hannah conveyed her lack of interest,
while Dale started laughing already recognizing my mistake.
“Well I thought blowing mines meant you are blowing my mind. So I’d say it when a
student said something deep, introspective, or on point. They would laugh and love it, then it
started to dawn on me by listening to them that I was wrong, that it actually meant something a
bit dirtier.”
“What do you mean dirtier?” Hannah worryingly asked.
“It means blowing, like fellatio, mom,” Dale interjected turning bright red from laughter.
“Arturo! You have to be careful you can’t be exposing yourself like that. You know
Susan doesn’t like you,” Hannah chastised me.
“I know but it was an honest mistake mom!” I pleaded.
“Unprofessional is what it was. Leave the street slang on the street.”
“Oh come on mom. I was trying to connect with them, validate their culture and
identity.”
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“Culture and identity? What does that have to do with teaching?” Hannah dismissingly
answered.
“What do you mean? Of course it has to do with teaching? Our entire student bodies are
Latino and African-American whose cultures and history are barely represented in what we
teach. How can we ignore that? If they aren’t taught to have pride in themselves how are they
going to have sense of self-worth?” I was surprised by Hannah’s comments and grew a bit angry.
“That’s not our job, our job is to teach our subjects and prepare them for college.”
“Oh please mom. How can you say that, you are Jewish and talk about your culture all
the time to us, how can you be so dismissive of theirs?”
“Exactly my point I don’t bring in my culture in discussions with my students especially
when it’s not what I’m teaching. That’s for outside of the school.”
Before I could respond, the warning bell for first period rang and the conversation ended.
I was shocked by Hannah’s point of view, I knew that it was a common point of view for many
in education, but did not expect it from someone politically liberal and unapologetic for it. Still,
conceptions of liberalism had started shifting for me since Constructivist University. I came to
understand that being liberal didn’t mean that one was free from prejudice, privilege, or cultural
arrogance. Nevertheless, Hannah would remain my most vociferous advocate and protector
while at Upper Manhattan, and when I decided to pursue my doctoral degree.
Evaluation versus Control
By the end of my second year at Upper Manhattan, I could no longer console my
conscience. Either I would have to leave or find a way to bring attention to the injustices
occurring there. While sympathetic, my colleagues, the majority Euroamerican, and the few
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bicultural teachers on staff feared Susan and refused to stand up to her. When I would voice my
concerns, I would receive the same answer from my young Euroamerican colleagues, “It isn’t
racial,” or “It is how it is.” Understanding I would have little support in challenging the
Administrative practices at Upper Manhattan, I decided it was time to search for another school,
even though I knew that, unlike positions my friends had in corporations, a teacher who moves
from school to school is considered to be a suspect professional.
Evaluations as a Tool for Vendettas
At our morning meeting on the day of the senior prom, Susan announced that our female
students only had to attend until third period in order to get their hair and makeup done for the
night’s festivities. When a few teachers remarked that this would mean that students would leave
in droves before or immediately after lunch, she dismissed their concerns.
“So essentially what you are saying is that this is not an instructional day?” A teacher
asked.
“Well it is, but it’s an excused absence,” Susan replied. Incredulous stares flew amongst
the staff. Nothing ever seemed to be planned at Upper Manhattan, and this latest impromptu
announcement furthered a feeling of distrust with the school’s administration.
“Yes but if the girls leave, that means the boys will likely leave too!” Added another
teacher.
“Make the best out of it you can,” Susan replied.
Attendance was poor that day, with a large percentage of female students failing to attend
school at all. By mid-day a quarter of the school or less was present, reminiscent of inclement
weather days when a dusting of snow meant that I’d have two to five students per class.
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Accepting the nonacademic nature of the day, I decided to show a movie with a
worksheet to accompany it. If the school’s principal would not take this day seriously, why
should I? A total of five students arrived to my sixth period after lunch complaining about having
to come to class when the rest of the school was allowed to leave. I did not know how to
respond, and quietly agreed. I hated lying to my students and avoided it at all costs.
I handed out the worksheet and started the film. Five minutes later, Susan arrived asking
for lesson plans. I did not have one, so she took the worksheet instead. Disapprovingly, she
stated that lesson plans were required, collected my worksheet, and left the classroom. I always
prepared a lesson plan, except for this day! Susan was on a rampage; under pressure from the
city, she had been dedicating copious amounts of the morning meeting toward discussing lesson
plans, even though she had previously given them no importance. Identifying her hypocrisy, the
staff, especially the elder teachers, had largely ignored her speeches.
A meeting with Susan and the union representative, Hannah was, scheduled for a week
later. What aggrieved me most was that I did complete my lesson plans every day, placing them
on a black binder on my desk. Union stipulation cited that we did not need to have a lesson plan,
instead evidence of planning. When she had essentially dismissed the day academically during
our morning meeting, I had decided to show a movie and assign an accompanying worksheet as
proof of planning. The whole spectacle seemed orchestrated to catch those teachers whom she
did not like, a got’cha moment to provide evidence for future punitive punishment.
Hannah, the union representative, sensing my enraged mindset asked that I let her do the
talking during the meeting and remain calm. I on the other hand had no intention of allowing
Susan to use a bogus charge of unprofessional conduct and welcomed the meeting as if it were a
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congressional tribunal. With my lesson plan binder in hand, we walked toward the conference
room in the main office.
The room itself was an unorganized mess with carton boxes and stacks of paper littering
the space, and even half of the long conference table where we sat. Attending the meeting was
Susan, Assistant Principal Robert (whom weeks earlier I had challenged over his desire to have
our students write condolences to the victims of the Haitian Earthquake which I protested was
condescending, as many did not even have homes to receive mail), Hannah, and myself.
“Remember let me do the talking, they only want to scare you with a letter on your file
that will disappear in three years anyway,” Hannah warned me in a whisper.
“Welcome everyone, we are here to discuss Arturo’s insufficient planning for the
previous week Friday’s class,” Susan started the meeting.
Reading from a paper she began, “I visited Arturo’s classroom during six-period last
week and found him showing a movie, when I inquired if he had a lesson plan he responded that
he did not have any and provided me with a worksheet as evidence of planning. Worksheets
themselves do not provide evidence of planning, consequently this letter will be deposited in his
file as a warning.” When Susan finished reading, she looked up to toward us.
Hannah responded, “Arturo is a highly dedicated member of this staff who was under the
impression that this was not an academic day because of prom.”
“Classes continued and teachers must always be prepared,” Susan replied.
As Hannah was about to begin, I interjected. “I plan my lessons every day, I even brought
my lesson plan binder to this meeting. I take my position very serious and am offended by this
meeting. When I first started working here I asked what was your preferred lesson plan format at

	
  

211

the school and you stated whichever I choose. Last Friday it was made abundantly clear that you
did not view it as an important instructional day and thusly I dismissed the need for a lesson plan
for five students. This to me seems more like a trap, waiting for the opportune moment to find an
excuse to write me up.”
Taken aback by my implications and looking at my binder, Susan’s tone changed.
“We are not saying that you are not professional, Arturo, if not I would not have endorsed
your tenure which I just approved a few days ago. We just want the staff to be aware of what is
expected of them.”
As I waited impatiently readying my complaints against Susan, Hannah kicked my foot
and whispered to stay quiet.
“As you can see Arturo just wants to clear up the confusion and how he feels targeted.
But now knowing that he has been granted tenure and that it was a school wide endeavor I know
for a fact this will not happen again.”
Livid, but trusting Hannah’s experience and wisdom, I stayed silent until the meeting
ended with a letter in my file and the discovery that I had been granted tenure.
“I was about to kick you even harder!” Hannah smilingly said as we left the meeting.
“I don’t know why you stopped me, I was just getting started!”
“I know and I didn’t want you to jeopardize your chance at getting tenure! Once you have
tenure, you will have a greater amount of freedom to challenge her.”
I would not. A week later I interviewed at a small school in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn where
my friend Ana taught English. Wearing a white button down shirt and dress slacks, Matt, the
school’s principal, met me in his office where he warmly welcomed me with a sincere smile. At

	
  

212

the end of the interview, he offered me a position as the school’s first and only Spanish teacher,
which I immediately accepted.
A New Start, Similar Issues
Before interviewing at New Amsterdam Academy for Performing Arts, Ana warned me
that the staff was divided, and that she was going to pursue teaching opportunities abroad at the
end of the year. Her warnings were vague, and after meeting Matt, whom I found him to be
likable, sincere, and honest person, I figured anything was better than Upper Manhattan and
working for Susan.
New Amsterdam Academy was entering its fourth year when I arrived for my first day of
work. A small school on the top floor of a 1960s-era elementary school building located in BedStuy, Brooklyn, a historic African American neighborhood famous for its beautiful Brownstone
buildings featured on the Cosby Show, and the songs of Biggie Smalls, who made the
neighborhood’s motto “Bed-Study, Do or Die” famous. The school shared the building space
with an elementary school that occupied the first two floors. Contentiously sharing a cafeteria,
gymnasium, and auditorium with the elementary school underneath, space, and resources were
amenities in short supply.
Conceptually, it was modeled after a successful alternative school in Manhattan that was
highlighted as a model of ingenuity in Wasting Minds (Wolk & Ascd, 2011) by Education Week
founder and former editor Ronald Wolk. Pedagogically grounded on inquiry-based learning and
instruction, New Amsterdam sought to use the arts as a pedagogical hook and focus on
instruction. Its founding staff consisted of many teachers including Principal Matt, from the
Manhattan school.
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Like Upper Manhattan, the school had an advisory system and students addressed
teachers on a first name basis. Unlike the previous schools where I worked, students were not
required to pass state benchmark tests, instead they completed a series of projects and research
papers that culminated in a final thesis-like defense in front of a panel of experts, usually from
outside the school. Courses were designed by teachers and presented to students via a catalogue
of class blurbs, written by the teachers themselves.
Physically the school had two separate computer labs, an art, and science classroom, and
a large common space that housed teachers’ desks, a conference lunch table, refrigerator,
guidance counselor, and social worker. The rationale behind this open space was that it would
force teachers to interact with each other, instead of isolating themselves in their own classroom,
and where students would be welcomed to consult with the staff.
Like an adolescent searching for his own voice in an attempt to differentiate from the
parents, New Amsterdam struggled to find a balance between staying true to the structure of its
older sister institution and addressing the unique cultural and geographic context it inhabited.
Tensions on the part of the staff grew between those who wanted to remain literally faithful to
the original model and those who wanted to adapt to the new context, at least that was how I first
perceived it.
A Different School a Similar Level of Exhaustion
New Amsterdam also had two unique features, shared decision-making and a weekly
field trip to locations coordinated and implemented by advisory teachers. The ability to share in
the decision-making process worked quite well in its early years when the school only had a
freshman and sophomore class. The school’s weekly schedule dismissed students early on
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Fridays to allow for whole staff meetings. As the school grew, consensus and equal input on the
part of all the teachers on staff had grown more difficult with certain teachers feeling more
empowered to speak than others. It was during these first meetings where I began to see the
divisions among the staff that my friend had warned me of. These meetings were cacophonous,
poorly managed, tiresome, and long.
The advisory system at New Amsterdam mirrored that of Upper Manhattan; teachers
were responsible for scheduling students’ courses, tracking their progress towards graduation,
advocating on behalf of their advisees, and keeping parents abreast of the before-mentioned
information. Again I felt placed in a situation ill prepared for, I enjoyed the flexibility to teach
organizational skills, and take students on weekly field trips, but I never felt adequately equipped
to handle the responsibility of advising a student as closely as the position required, a role that
mirrored that of a family member instead of an educator working with a student’s family.
Conditioned to be motivated by grades and passing marks, I found it difficult to have
students take advisory and our weekly trips seriously. A mosque, Buddhist temple, synagogue,
cathedral, Museum of Tolerance, Latino, African American, modern, and classical art museums,
Brooklyn Public Library, public parks, guided historic walks, cultural centers, and burial grounds
were some of the places we took our students. Working in tandem with Tamar, another advisor,
we shared the responsibility of planning, contacting, and designing lessons around these
experiences. And while these trips were incredible learning and bonding experiences that
allowed our students to have greater exposure to the world, they were incredibly exhausting.
Supervising close to 30 students, who for the most part were well behaved, through the New

	
  

215

York transit system meant that as soon as I returned home on Thursday evening, I would go
straight to bed.
The Emotional Weight of Advising
Advisory came to be contentious spaces between teachers. If a student had an issue with a
teacher and who did not get along with another teacher, one could easily be pitted between
warring factions. A competitive environment developed, teachers would avoid scheduling their
advisees in classes of teachers they disliked, tell students not to trust the other teacher, and
accuse teachers publically without getting a true account of what had occurred. There was an air
of distrust that ran deep.
Matt tried his best to maintain the peace, but he always seemed a step behind and
exhausted. Little by little he came to rely on a few select teachers, at times delegating
responsibilities without informing the rest of the staff; and while we did not have an assistant
principal, we did have a few teachers who fought for the power of the vacant role. Conversely,
Matt began to distrust those that vied for power and sought assistance from those teachers he felt
were sympathetic toward him or he felt that he could trust.
The greater the trust Matt placed in me the greater, the workload and anger I felt toward
those teachers whom I deemed lazy. Lazy, in truth, was a lazy term; rarely did I find a teacher
who did not care and thus shurk responsibility. Contrary to popular conceptions of these types of
teachers who do exist, yet at far smaller levels than commonly cited, most teachers who failed to
fulfill professional responsibilities did so out of frustration with a school administration, other
teachers, or the educational system. There was something deeper that divided the staff,
something I could not quite grasp at the time.
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A Staff Divided by a Silenced Dialogue
When I started working at New Amsterdam, I made it my mission not to allow myself to
be dragged into the politics of the school. I was still reeling from my experience at Upper
Manhattan and did not want to consume myself with intraschool drama, and concentrate on
teaching. Assigned to teach three-block schedule Spanish 1 courses, I was allowed the freedom
to design my fourth course. According to school policy, teachers had to teach an elective class,
the course that year being a film class on thrillers. I had relayed to Matt my love for social
studies, and he promised to provide me with an opportunity to teach some history courses in
time; as a consolation, he placed me with the social studies teachers for our Professional
Learning Communities.
The staff at New Amsterdam consisted of seven African American teachers; seven
Euroamerican teachers, and my friend Ana and myself as the only Latino teachers. While
friendly, Ana and I were not close friends, and I grew suspicious of her intentions when she
started warning me of other teachers without providing any specifics. I mistakenly shared with
her my diplomatic intent, which angered her and ultimately led her to grow distant. Besides Ana,
I got along well with the rest of the staff, but mostly I kept quiet, worked hard, and observed.
Friday meetings were contentious affairs; a few teachers, who were the first to leave once
our allotted time was up even if the meeting hadn’t finished because of their interruptions, drew
out topics in long conversations. Matt tried to keep the staff aware of the expectations and
scrutiny we faced as a test-exempt school, but by the end of my first semester at New
Amsterdam it was clear that for the greater part, divisions among the staff were racial between
African American and Euroamerican teachers.
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In December, Matt approached me about the possibility of coteaching one of the
cornerstone courses at the school, an inquiry-based foundational level debate class to be cotaught
with Thomas, an African American teacher, whom I did not know very well but had had pleasant
conversations with in the past. Besides his children, Thomas had two great loves, sports and
comic books, finding common ground in our mutual love of sports and a class made of almost
entirely boys, we decided to use sports as a hook for developing the art of debate. Taking the
same train home after work, Thomas began to confide in me the history of New Amsterdam.
“I was one of the teachers Matt brought to found New Amsterdam. Honestly, it was
pretty exciting to start this new school. The idea that minorities are underrepresented in the arts,
and that a school with a focus on attracting students interested in the study of the arts was really
cool. Unfortunately, as an alternative test exempt school, we received little help from the city in
getting the word out and had to accept whomever the city sent us, interested in the arts or not. As
you can tell the focus of the school has not grown much outside of the two art teachers, the art
graduation requirement, and partnership with the museum of art.”
“That’s still more than most small schools that don’t even offer art at all,” I responded.
“True.”
“What I’d really like to understand is why there is so much division amongst the staff,
especially along racial lines.”
“You mean Ana didn’t tell you? You don’t know? I had assumed since you and Ana were
tight you knew,” a surprised Thomas questioned.
“No, and we aren’t that tight.”
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“Yes, I noticed that you hadn’t really hooked up with that group. I mean I tried to stay
cool with people, but as you can see you have to choose sides. I’ve seen you stay out of things
and be respected by both sides, but eventually if you don’t choose a side they will choose it for
you.”
“Why do we have to choose sides? Aren’t we all here to work together for the benefit of
the kids?” I naively asked.
“Yeah in an ideal world, but New Amsterdam ain’t that. Okay so here’s what happened.
For the first two years the staff was pretty tight, Black, White, it was as you said for the kids. We
only had two grades and something like a hundred or so students, every week after our Friday
meetings we would go to a bar for happy hour. As you have probably noticed that doesn’t
happen anymore.”
“I feel like I can recall Ana saying something about going to happy hour as a staff, but
haven’t heard it mentioned since I started working here,” I said.
“Yeah, that’s because you aren’t on the in with that group, I think they still go, at least a
couple of them do. So we’d do this every week and generally have a good time. You know
sometimes people would get drunk and say something stupid. Like Dean the art teacher saying
he understood what it was like to be a minority because he was a White guy living in a Black
hood, but you know generally everything was good.”
“As if that encapsulates the whole experience,” I responded.
“Right, so one day, I think it was before Christmas last year, we were out late having a
good time at this bar when the music starts blasting. Almost the whole staff was there except of
course Matt who never came. There was the Social Studies crew, Tamar, Avram, and Anastasia,
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as well as what is now the Black crew Ana, Dean, Nina, Jean-Michel, and Tissha. Of course
Tissha was getting down like the good Trinidadian she is. And this song comes on, you know
it?” Thomas mentioned the name of the song but since I was unfamiliar with it I do not recall its
title.
“No, sorry.”
“Well it’s a hop-hop song, and you know like most hip-hop songs its language is quite
colorful,” Thomas replied with a smile.
“As the song started Tamar got all funky and started dancing and singing. At this point
Nina, Tissha, Jean-Michel, and I start looking at each other, waiting for the next part of the song
and hoping like hell she wouldn’t sing it. Sure enough the next verse comes on and the girl drops
the Nigga line in front of us.”
“No shit, really?” I shrieked. I had never much liked or used the N-word, even when it
became popular for even Latinos to use it during my adolescence. This had also been reinforced
by my experience working at AAAS, which made me even more sensitive to its use. I
sympathized immediately with the anger Thomas, Nina, Tissha, and Jean-Michel felt. Still, I
quietly felt sympathy for Tamar. Tamar had been my coteacher for our advisory trips, and I knew
her to be a very intelligent, extremely hardworking teacher who cared very deeply for the
students.
“So what happened?” I asked.
“Well Nina went off on her, Tamar was shocked and started crying and we just left. First
thing next week Nina goes in to talk to Matt, and he tells her there isn’t anything for him to do,
that it was a mistake on Tamar part but it was after school during our own time and he had no
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administrative power. He just copped out of it. Any chance for reconciliation ideally died that
day for Nina.”
“You mean he didn’t address it? Get people to talk about it? Help Tamar understand and
learn from the experience?” Perplexed, I retorted.
“Nah man he swept that shit under the rug which just made the rest of us more upset. The
next Friday’s meeting when he started talking, Tissha and Nina both interrupted him and
demanded an apology, he tried to change the conversation and came to the aid of Tamar. Since
then it’s been like this,” Thomas concluded.
After listening to Thomas’s story everything made sense, the division among the staff,
the lack of communication between teachers and constant suspicion. Still I couldn’t help but
sympathize with Tamar, since I had once made a similar mistake. I shared with Thomas my
story.
“When I studied abroad in Madrid I became close with a classmate who was Mexican
and Gay. You know the word “Puto” right?”
“Of course Papi, its asshole or faggot depending on its use no?” Thomas answered.
Thomas’s knowledge of Spanish always impressed me, not only did he get the language by way
of living in a Dominican neighborhood, but he understood and appreciated its intricacies and
cultural aspects of the language as well.
“You got it man. Anyway, there is a famous song Puto by a Mexican band called
Molotov, and one night we all went out to this club and this song starts playing. Now I had been
in Spain a couple of months and missed listening to Latin music and got all happy and started
jumping and singing to the song. The lyrics pretty much say, “Puto, I kill the fucking puto,”

	
  

221

which I had sung a thousand times always treating it like it was talking about an asshole not
about a gay person. This time as I was singing it I saw my friends face, I had expected him to be
dancing and singing next to me, but instead he had this sad and deeply hurt expression that froze
me. I stopped dancing. We got a drink and talked about the song. We discussed the lyrics, its
multiple meanings, the mass anti-gay sentiment in Mexico, the power of the words, and I
promised him that I’d never use the word again.”
“Yeah but you immediately recognized it. Tamar didn’t even apologize, she just said she
was singing the song, and that it was just a song,” Thomas clarified.
“True, and I get that. But then somebody should have moderated that conversation. As a
school leader you can’t let things like that linger.”
“Completely agree, but here we are over a year later still dealing with it. You heard him
last meeting saying he understood there was a lot of anger amongst the staff and that he was
going to bring somebody from outside to moderate the conversation. He is afraid to deal with it!
Its messed up man.”
“It is,” I agreed as we sank into pensive thought.
Matt’s solution was to eventually bring a district union representative, who turned out to
be a Euroamerican male, to listen to staff concerns. Eerily, other topics were discussed and the
root of the division was avoided. Thomas would later tell me how could a person of color expect
this man, an outsider to moderate the conversation, and that the conversation and damage was
done in the eyes of the majority of African American staff members.
I couldn’t help but feel that there existed a gross miscommunication between the two sets
of teachers. As if they both spoke distinct languages, and the differences were not as great as
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they appeared to both parties. I continued to work with Tamar and never once witnessed her to
have low expectations for students, or disrespect, in fact she was always cognizant to praise their
culture. A year later she related to me her version of events; in the end it was identical to
Thomas’s story, except for the aftermath.
“What I heard from Matt was that they wanted to get me fired for being racist and Matt
declined to do so,” she related to me. The more I learned, the more apparent it was that Matt,
while being well intentioned, was in over his head. Limited in cross-cultural knowledge, limited
by a small school budget, and an enormous workload to just keep the school open, Matt was ill
prepared to contend with the tensions that can surface within a culturally diverse teaching
context, whether with students or a staff.
I rationalized that there had to be a better way, for both parties involved to respect and
better understand each other, to work together. I began to search for books to read on crosscultural communication, education, and sociology. Not completely satisfied, the idea that I
might, and should get a doctoral degree to have a greater impact began to grow, as I inched my
way out of the classroom.
Students’ Anger and Pain and the Frustration of Failing to Help
From the end of 2008 onward, my colleagues and I noticed how the anger and pain our
students demonstrated increased; we theorized the collapse of the economy had something to do
with it. Still, the frustration I felt was also tied to a feeling of impotency, a feeling that I was not
helping my students enough. Yes, a few had dramatically improved academically and matured as
individuals, but the majority had stayed at the same level and the rest were doing worse than
ever. When I had the opportunity, I would ask students for their opinion.
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“Alberto, why do you think you are doing so well now?” I asked.
Alberto was one of the shining lights in my Spanish III class. In partnership with one of
the school’s art teachers and the Latin American Museum of Art, we had designed a course that
would visit the museum four times, choose a piece of art, analyze it, and present it to the class.
Alberto’s ability to interpret art astounded me, and I learned as much from him as I had from the
museum curator who had guided a few of our sessions.
What made Alberto’s story even more interesting was that he had gone missing from our
school for over a year, skipping school, and even contemplated dropping out.
“What do you mean?” Alberto asked.
“Well you yourself admitted that you almost dropped out. What changed? Did someone
here at school change your mind. I know Ana would call you daily.”
In light of the consistent demonization of teachers in the media, attacks on the teacher’s
union, and district initiatives, when students failed we often internalized it as our fault. Taking on
this logic I sought to understand what other educators were doing, so I could learn and better my
practice.
“No nothing, I mean I know people here care about me, but honestly it had nothing to do
with school. I just sat at home or on the corner, saw how worried my mother was about me and
decided I needed to come back, graduate, and make her proud.”
While Alberto’s story was a counterpoint to the rhetoric of lazy, incompetent teachers we
were surrounded by in the media and only heightened by the recently released Waiting for
Superman, consequently, I struggled to find hope. I had come to internalize and feel that the
struggle of my students, academically and personally—especially those in my advisory. For

	
  

224

example, heavyset Pedro, a sweet and sensitive young man with such a big heart who cared for
every member of the advisory, and who went missing from school for two weeks, only to return
and tell us that he had been in the hospital because of a heart attack. Suspicious of a 16-year-old
boy having a heart attack, we eventually discovered that his mother’s boyfriend had been beating
his mother and that he had been injured protecting her. Nothing we did helped Pedro, and he
eventually failed over three-fourths of his classes that semester.
There was Juana, one of those students who pierce you deeper than other students, even
while you try to love them all equally. A petite storm of energy with a curious and penetrating
mind, plus an inherent wisdom that allowed her to understand the world better than many adults I
knew. Juana who would tease me during our weekly trips to the tune,
“You’re not married, you’re an old man!”
“You better hurry, you’re going to die alone Arturo!”
Juana, whose quinceñera I had attended, wanted to study fashion and whom I was trying to get a
good friend of mine in the industry to mentor; Juana who promised me she would be responsible
after her older sister got pregnant at 16 and who got pregnant herself months later.
There were those students whose lives had little stability, struggled to trust anyone
deeply, and earning their trust meant being the only escape valve for their pain. Jacqueline was
one of these students, transferred into my advisory during my second year at New Amsterdam.
Moving back to Bed-Stuy after spending 10 years living upstate with her aunt, because her
mother had been jailed for killing her sister’s ex-boyfriend, a murder that Jacqueline witnessed.
Fights were weekly occurrences at New Amsterdam, and Jacqueline was often at the
center. In school, out of school suspensions, calming down sessions with the school social
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worker or Jacob, our dean: nothing worked. At their wits’ end, Matt and Jacob would request we
only remove Jacqueline under extraordinary circumstances. This meant my class and I would
have to endure uncontrollable fits of anger, yelling obscenities nonstop from minutes to over an
half an hour on one occasion, which resulted in students going after the dean on their own
accord, for fear of my safety. On days such as those, I would come home with splitting
headaches and complete physical and mental exhaustion.
Why couldn’t they see we cared for and loved them, that we wanted to them to grow to
be happy adults? Why did they treat us this way? I would wonder on such days of powerless
misery. All the while, articles in the paper would be railing against teachers and failing schools.
Then there were the students who had no hope. Who felt it better to not even try, fulfilling a
predestined failure; the ones who saw and understood discrimination and their status as secondclass citizens and who seemed to accept it as a permanent reality, an unseen force as powerful as
gravity.
The Underlying Racial Tensions in Teaching Spanish
Like most of the schools where I worked, I was the only Spanish Teacher at New
Amsterdam. Consequently, I only taught the minimal requirements of Spanish 1 and 2, and
students were scheduled by credit need not by language ability or exposure. As was the case
throughout my career, I would have a fluent Spanish speaker next to a student who had never
previously engaged in the language. Engaging both sets of students proved difficult, no matter
how much differentiation I planned.
The unimportance of the class was furthered on the part of the school administration. In
my two years at New Amsterdam, I was never once observed, neither officially nor unofficially.
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Still the greatest barrier I faced at New Amsterdam was the tension between bicultural groups,
specifically African Americans and Latinos.
“I can’t speak or learn Spanish, I’m Black.”
“I don’t give a fuck about this stupid language.” Were some of the comments I would
hear throughout my time teaching in New York City.
To counteract this, I would invite African American teachers who spoke Spanish to talk
about their experiences learning, using the language, and traveling. To counteract stereotypes, I
would get students to verbalize some of their prejudices toward the language and Latinos by
listing whatever words popped into their minds in a free association activity. This activity
usually yielded the same stereotypes and prejudices, which we discussed and attempted to
deconstruct. Still nothing really worked or changed, and I came to consider myself more of a
babysitter than an educator on most days.
The Toll of Teaching
A romantic partner of mine once joked that “school year Arturo” was boring, never
wanting to leave the house during the week, while our friends went to dinner, concerts, or a drink
at the local pub. Weekends usually meant at least one day at the local coffee shop planning and
grading papers. “Summer Arturo” was the opposite, relaxed, in shape, always wanting to go out,
and full of energy.
“Aw, you are a teacher, that’s so cute.”
“So what do you do? You’re a teacher? Excuse me I’ll be right back.”
“The vacation time is great, two months!”
“Have you seen Waiting for Superman? So sad.”
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These were some of the comments I heard outside of work, where the low prestige of the
teaching was evident and eventually summarized with the phrase “He’s just a teacher.”
Encapsulated on one occasion by a good friend who explained why she could never date me.
“You’re a great guy, but you will never make enough money to give me the lifestyle I
desire. You know I want to travel see the world, have a kids and not worry about making ends
meet.”
The truth was that the weight of responsibility in caring for my advisees and students
meant that I had little patience and ability to listen to my partner at home. Subsequently, as my
relationships floundered, I felt furthered isolated, finding little emotional support at work or at
home, as well as working in a career constantly devalued outside of my work environment,
especially as a male. All this furthered my feelings of failure and impotency.
As the emotional toll of teaching increased, I sought to verbalize and conceptually
understand what was happening. On my commute home, I’d write out my thoughts in effort to
construct such an understanding these two journal articles are examples of this process:
2/14/11 A day in the life as a teacher
For the past few years a contentious debate has placed our nations failing system of
education at the forefront of the news. On one side we have a powerful teacher’s union,
on the other data-driven politicians, both claiming to have the education of children,
especially minority children as their top priority. However, the view from this teacher on
the front-line is that both sides are concerned with something other than the idealistic
struggle for our nation’s children. That something is the permanence of their power. Both
sides contain tangible arguments, ideas and theories that make sense. Yet, their personal
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tug of war and radicalism is tearing education apart, not mending its wounds and
preventing new ones. Logical solutions are often dismissed in the consistent us vs. them
daily debate.
Teachers are as much to blame, as every other individual involved in this system, from
the top of the Department of Education down to the janitor of a school. It's is this
ecosystem of learning that has deteriorated to its present state.
5/3/13
At the end of this essay I will pose a Question that will upset some, if not many who read
it. I do not write this to offend, or sound ungrateful for my place in this society. I truly
care about this country and its future (thus my choice of profession). I'm greatly
frightened by those who are blinded by nationalistic pride that any constructive criticism
is discarded under the pretext of blasphemy. I am one of those so under the spotlight as
the culprit of our nation’s future. From what I consistently hear and read in the media, "I
suck at my job." I am, a teacher, a high school teacher in an impoverished
community. For the sake of owning my share my responsibility, I confess, I am a failure.
I'm sure some test, and statistic at the district level will attest to this. I am a failure, even
though I try very hard not to be. While I have many personal examples I would like to
express my fear through the microcosm that is one of my students. Now the student
named X is failing my class, as are many others. Thusly, under the current logic, making
it the teacher’s failure. It must be my fault that while 33 other students’ regularly attend
our class, this one doesn't. Our classes must be boring, unchallenging, or just plain
offensive to this one student. I could provide you with a myriad of methods and ways we
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have tried to reach this student, but at the end we all know what you have already judged
to be problem. We are failures, and should be replaced. Student X, did not come the first
week of school. Thusly, when she did show up she was a week behind. When she did
begin to come she would arrive at 10:30 in the morning. When student X's family was
asked to come to school, they responded that they were too busy. As the semester
progressed Student X would arrive over an hour late to school every day. Four months
later, she has yet to earn one high school credit. Recently, student X ran away from
home. Her mother called the school in to instruct our parent liaison and blame her for
her inability to keep Student X inside the school building. In this world of transferred
responsibility might we all begin to assume equal responsibility, and stop blaming
others?
There was no escape from the turmoil of education as a New York City teacher, so
midway through my second year at New Amsterdam, I decided it was time to leave the
classroom. I would get my doctoral degree and have a greater impact on more students lives,
being my rationale, while subconsciously I also knew I wanted to be respected as a professional,
a status that as a male high school teacher in New York City, seldom afforded.
A Slow Departure
I entertained the option of enrolling in an administrative preparation program but did not
want to spend the money for what was essentially another master’s. My experience, the majority
of it in small schools, meant there were very few codified leadership jobs or opportunities to
become an administrator, or grow professionally. Additionally, the low status of teaching meant
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that even within education my resume looked weak. After all I was, “just a High School Spanish
Teacher,” as would often be reminded explicitly or implicitly outside of work.
My experiences teaching, particularly in New Amsterdam, convinced me that that the
preparation of teachers would be the best place to make a difference outside of the classroom. If
teachers were better prepared to deal with distinct cultures, understand themselves as individuals
before helping guide others, and better communicate with each other, then—I rationalized—
many of the issues I experienced could be avoided.
The racial tensions, ever-changing class schedule and structure, pressure of advising and
teaching, and lack of interest in my subject area on the part of both students and staff led me to
seek another school, while I worked on my graduate school applications. Matt was
understanding; while there had been no teacher turnover during the first three years, the school
experienced a slow trickle of departures beginning with Ana and a few others at the end of my
first year, which turned into an exodus in the years after I left, with over three-fourths of the staff
leaving.
By late May I found a new position at the Chelsea School of Couture in lower Manhattan.
Housed in a beautiful nine-story Art Deco building with WPA murals decorating the interior, the
Chelsea School was the first place since I had taught in Maryland where I would work in a
department of Spanish teachers.
It was also the largest school I had worked at in New York City, and while I appreciated
the opportunity to get to know almost every student at the school, the amount of resources
Chelsea School offered made my job a great deal easier. No longer would I have to make my
own copies, just fill out a form and take it downstairs and, within a day or two, one’s copies
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would be completed. Students would be scheduled by a legion of counselors, and I would have
little responsibility outside of those students in my class. Additionally, it had four fully equipped
computer labs, a large library, gymnasium, and workshops where students both designed and
made clothes.
The hours I worked were the same, but the amount of responsibility and support I
received meant that I was not struggling for energy by early spring, as I had been the case with
my previous jobs. In this job, I felt energized almost to the end of the year. I participated in
instructional rounds observing other Spanish teachers and we would meet weekly to discuss, and
plan lessons and units. It was a lot less stressful, but still there was a missing element. The
student population was over three-fourths bicultural, but the administration and most of the staff
was Euroamerican. Having lunch with Euroamerican science teachers who worked on my floor, I
would struggle to keep quiet when they would label students lazy and not interested in their
lessons.
The Fear of a False Claim: Being Male in a Majority Female Environment
I mostly kept to myself and continued in the hope that I would be accepted into a doctoral
program and only be at Chelsea for one year. While a great many challenges I faced at other
schools subsided, the previous threat and worry of being falsely accused by female students
greatly increased. The gender ratio at Chelsea, being a school dedicated to fashion, was
overwhelming female. A class could have one to five males, but some sections were entirely
female.
As it was a fashion school, outfits tended to mirror those seen on a runway, and were
tolerated without pretense by the administration and staff. This meant the annual student fashion
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show included a lingerie portion designed and modeled by students. On any particular day, a
young woman under the age of 16 would enter my classroom wearing clothing that made me feel
uncomfortable. Mesh see-through shirts of which a bra was more prominent than the shirt itself,
shorts so short that the buttocks had more contact with the chair than the seat, and overexposed
cleavage. Complicating matters was the fact that our classrooms were constructed for half the
class-size we had, thusly navigating and assisting students on their work meant that I struggle to
find angles that would allow me to position eye contact on equal footing.
I had encountered similarly dressed students at Upper Manhattan and would often go
home feeling guilty, if I accidently got a glimpse of cleavage while handing out papers. I
eventually sought the guidance of my female colleagues.
“You shouldn’t feel bad; I can’t stop looking at Tina’s breast. They’re all over the place,”
my coworker told me on one occasion, which had particularly disturbed me as I had caught
myself inadvertently looking at one of my students. I came to rationalize that I should not feel
guilty because of inadvertent gazes, though I should make every effort to limit them, they were
natural, at least when inadvertent. The real harm was treating students differently because of
their dress, looks, or any other reason. Still finding advice in navigating these situations was
sparse to nonexistent, since it was a dialogue that was mostly silenced.
The little guidance I had received were the words of Dr. Randy at Oriole State to never be
alone in a room with a female student and avoid touching them at all cost. I had learned to
approach sitting female students from the side, and kneel by their shoulder side to avoid towering
down, and look them squarely in the eye. This was easy enough during my first years as a
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teacher and in a large classroom, but when constant hours on my feet meant I developed back
pains kneeling or finding the space to do so became more difficult.
I watched as my female colleagues hugged both male and female students,
communicating affection through one of the most natural of forms of human contact. I would go
out of my way to state to students that they could not hug me or touch me; and instead shook
their hands or bumped their fist as they entered or left the classroom. When the occasional
female student did attempt to hug me, I would retreat behind a desk or any other barrier; if it was
a surprise attack, I would freeze like a tree, stiff and unmoving, while asking them to stop and
communicating my displeasure. Secretly, I loved it, hugging and human contact is an essential
and innate expression of human love and the failure to do so created a distance between us.
Still, I knew that any small contact, physical or by eye could be used against me and that
the suspicion alone was enough to end my career. On the few occasions when female students
would develop crushes, I would try and engage it critically with them. I would explain that I was
in a position of power, that it was my position that attracted them to me, and that I was here to
teach them and care for them deeply, but only as their teacher.
Yet, that did not always work, and at Chelsea I found myself in a worrisome predicament.
During the beginning of the second semester, I started noticing some changes in one of my
students, Alexandra. Shy, and soft-spoken Alexandra did not wear make-up and her clothes were
simple sweaters and jeans. A gifted writer with an inquisitive mind, I had been trying to get her
to have greater belief in her academic abilities. I requested that she see me after school when I
would help tutor my students, but she would refuse, saying she had to go home immediately after
school.
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The January after the winter break, things changed. Studying the poetry of Pablo Neruda,
she grew alive and engaged in our class. She started coming to see me after school to ask about
Neruda and other poets, and eventually she confessed that she liked to write as well and shared
some of her poetry with me.
Thrilled to be supportive of a student’s creativity, and remembering my own use of
poetry to make sense of the world, I agreed. Around this time her dress began to change, she
stared wearing bright red lipstick and tighter fitting clothing. I imagined that the pressure of
dressing like her peers was beginning to influence her. After almost two weeks of her visiting my
classroom morning and evening—usually in the company of a friend—it was evident to me what
was happening.
In the company of her friend, I spoke to her frankly that I was an older teacher who cared
for her as a student but that her frequent visits were making me uncomfortable. I also consulted
two female colleagues, who instead of offering their support, laughed and dismissed my
concerns. As the semester progressed, Alexandra visited my class morning, lunch, and afterschool, and began to confide in me some of the issues in her home—some of which made me
doubt whether calling home was a good idea. So I visited her counselor and expressed my
concerns, as well as informing my immediate superior, who was one of the school’s assistant
principals. Still Alexandra kept coming to my classroom; it became evident to the other students
what was happening and they began to tease her. Yet, even the ridicule of her peers did not stop
her continual visits and increasingly overt expressions of her feelings toward me.
“Why did you report me to my counselor?” she asked me after her meeting.
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“Because I am concerned about you, and why you visit me so much. I want to help you
but I am limited in what I can do, and you know that I don’t think it is appropriate for you to
continually visit me like this.”
As the situation did not improve, I attempted to contact the counselor again, yet she
dodged my calls and refused to be of any further help. When I requested that Alexandra be
transferred out of my class, my assistant principal apologized and said it was too late into the
semester to make a change and that it would mean too many changes to her schedule. I feared
Alexandra would turn against me at any moment, accuse me of improper behavior.
I changed my routine, times in the classroom, and was able to avoid her, and to her credit
she gave me greater space. When she would come to the classroom, I’d have her help clean and
organize materials keeping conversations topical, until the end of the year when I received a
three-page letter thanking me, confessing her adoration, and saying goodbye.
Most humans want to feel loved and admired, but when such a dynamic occurs between
teacher and student, what resources can help teachers find a means to deal with this attention,
especially if he/she feels it borders on the inappropriate? My experience was that there were very
few resources within schools to support a male teacher contending with this particular
educational concern.
In Conclusion
In early Spring 2011, I was accepted into one of the five programs to which I applied. A
further slight, which I took as a consequence of my experience as a teacher not a researcher, even
within the field of education, where “just teaching” retains its low status. Leaving New York to
study in Los Angeles, I felt energized at approaching the next stage in my career in education,
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and looked forward to engaging the struggle for creating a better world outside of the
classroom—a world that seem to elude me as a classroom teacher, which ultimately influenced
my decision to leave.
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CHAPTER 6
AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS
This study eschews paradigms that delimit complex issues into simple variables, in that
approaches that attempt to reduce the multifaceted nature of a person’s lived experience are
bound to fall prey to simple categorization and essentialism. By way of this research, I
discovered that there was not one single factor that lead to my eventual attrition and that only by
critically analyzing the conflicts and contradictions of my lived experiences could I effectively
garner greater understanding of my bicultural self, and my journey as a Latino male teacher.
These realizations contest the values of the dominant culture, which in the name of
efficiency, aim to increase the speed of everyday life, including time for self-reflection, as
evidenced in the popular adage, time is money. As a consequence, the establishment of
relationships, communal support, and empathy toward others are devalued in favor of
competition and impossible standards of perfection, which devalue both individual and
communal conceptions of self and the process of empowerment. These forces are contrary to
how we, as a species, are truly wired to function, as empathetic collective beings that take
pleasure and find happiness through our connection with others (Rifkin, 2009). Ultimately,
perverse notions of individual perfection and competition so prevalent in education and society
leave us lost in self-blame, guilt, and sadness, forgoing personal enlightenment and intellectual
growth.
In recognition, this study found three overarching forces that perpetuate cycles of
oppression for teachers from subaltern communities—and, more specifically, in the context of
this study, Latino male teachers. Contrary, to a simplistic cause-and-effect rationale often
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attributed to the attrition of teachers such as low pay and/or the low professional status of
educators, this study found that a Latino male teacher faces many mitigating factors that begin
long before he enters the classroom and that can greatly influence his permanence in the
profession.
The first of these three themes reflects on the cultural response patterns that I employed
as a Latino student, preservice teacher, and teacher, in order to make sense of the dissonance
created by the subordinate/dominant cultural identity negotiation process, and my search for a
bicultural voice and integrity. The dynamic and contextually driven nature of my cultural
response patterns is consistent with Darder’s (2012) theory of biculturalism. My search for
bicultural affirmation proved difficult at times due to the unstable and inhospitable environments
that I faced in the process of forming a healthy bicultural identity. In this section, I provide an
analysis of the evolution of my bicultural identity and the cultural response patterns I used to
engage with the contextual challenges I faced and the experiences I underwent during different
moments of my formation.
The second important overarching theme points to practices of hegemonic gendered
relations in education that severely impair a male teacher’s ability to experience healthy and
constructive professional relationships with his colleagues. This section addresses how gender
affected the manner in which I was schooled, as well as how I was essentialized as a Latino Male
teacher. Significant, here, is the recognition that gendered power relations exist in complex and
contradictory ways, as was evident in my own formation as a Latino man navigating my labor
first as a student and then as a teacher.
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The third overarching theme of analysis is the manifestation of cultural hegemony within
the traditional culture of schooling. This section addresses how Euroamerican hegemony
manifested itself throughout my experiences in education, both as a student and as a professional.
This discussion groups together a variety of experiences, including how I was incorrectly
categorized as learning disabled because of my bilingualism, taught and labored under
assimilative ideologies manifested through a hidden curriculum, environmental stressors, cost of
laboring with teachers who failed to examine their privilege, conditions caused by the scarcity of
resources within a subaltern community school, and cross-subaltern relations as the result of
Euroamerican hegemony.
Cultural Response Patterns
At the beginning of this project, I held the belief that I had a healthy and established
cultural identity. This identity attained during the completion of my master’s degree at
Constructivist University, where I had come to both identify and come to terms with the
discrimination I had faced during my schooling. As I began to analyze my experiences, it became
more and more apparent that in times of tension and dissonance, I would subvert my bicultural
identity in favor of an assimilationist or dominant Euroamerican cultural stance. In order to
understand this phenomenon and how bicultural students situate themselves within a
Euroamerican culture of schooling, an analysis of my navigation and engagement with my
cultural identity and subsequent response patterns, as outlined by Darder (2012) in her theory of
critical biculturalism, was useful.
Hence, the following sections track the evolution of my cultural identity, using my
experiences as a student and classroom teacher to delineate how cultural response patterns may
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evolve and shift in the process of bicultural awakening (Darder, 2012). It is useful to recall here
that the biculturation process exists along a continuum, which serves to reinforce that cultural
response patterns are not fixed, but instead constitute part of a dynamic and evolutionary process,
which elicits different cultural responses according to the dynamics of the social context in
which a bicultural person must survive and adapt (Darder, 2012). In highlighting these patterns, I
posit that any successful teacher of bicultural students must be aware and understand his or her
students’ cultural response patterns and cultural identity, as well as his or her own, in order to
better comprehend the intricacies of his or her academic and social engagement.
Resistance versus Assimilation 	
  
The loneliness and isolation immigrant children suffer at the loss of their native context,
compounded by the shock of a new culture, is too often ignored in academic circles in favor of
concerns over their academic performance and linguistic skills. The vignettes focusing on my
initial experiences in Houston, Texas, in late 1982 demonstrate the inability of a young child to
neither conceptualize nor accept that this was his new home. Subsequently, the first cultural
response used in interactions with my teachers and schools was that of resistance.
These cultural response patterns were not born out of a conscious rebellion against the
culture of my new setting, instead they were born of what Darder (2012) has called a bicultural
crisis, which arises out of dissonance, loneliness, anger, and confusion. These findings point to
the possibility that patterns of resistance begin before children can conceptualize and understand
them; meaning that by the time a bicultural child finishes elementary school, these patterns have
become entrenched in his/her identity formation, often reinforced by assimilative teacher
expectations. Therefore, teachers unaware of the phenomenon of bicultural crisis, or the cultural
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response patterns that bicultural student may exhibit, may cause further cultural isolation to these
students, by enacting punitive disciplinary measures of control and obedience. In effect a child’s
resistance may not always be born out of deliberate resistance, but is more likely to be
subconscious, meaning that the adversarial conflict and tension of forced coercion will only
exacerbate the situation.
Drawing on Darder’s (2012) bicultural patterns of engagement, it could be deduced that
this resistance was an attempt to reduce, or negate tensions that resulted from the cultural
differences that, as a child of just six years old, I could not yet understand. Eventually, I came to
witness and mimic my parents’ cultural response patterns, which at the time were mostly dualist.
True to cultural dualism, where there is a stance of non-negotiation and the bicultural person
employs two separate response patterns (Darder, 2012), my family functioned through two
separate identities: one that identified with the assimilative expectations of the dominant culture
out in the world and the other that was tied to our primary Puerto Rican culture, which we
maintained in our household and with our Puerto Rican acquaintances and family members. In
essence, we lived in two very separate worlds (Suárez-‐Orozco,	
  &	
  Páez,	
  2002), which sought to
placate tensions between both cultures, while favoring the dominant one as our economic
situation and linguistic ability improved. Still, these dualist responses were generally limited to
our home, and eventually the forces of assimilation began to infringe upon even this secluded
context. 	
  
These were further reinforced by negative critiques toward my native culture, which also
stifled critique of the dominant culture. Unfortunately, without a bicultural mirror, bicultural
students are often unable to fully understand the detrimental impact of the assimilative culture of
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schooling, leading them to grapple with the dialectical forces of two cultures on their own.
Again, it is important to mention how a critically aware educator can acknowledge these tensions
in his/her students and serve as a bicultural guide through moments of cultural dissonance.
My education, predominately Euroamerican in Acacia, Maryland, meant that as child I
was under immense assimilative pressures. As a result, I transitioned from initial forms of
adamant resistance to that of acculturation and subservience to the culture of my adopted home.
These experiences suggest that under such potent cultural forces and without guidance, bicultural
students may only conceive of two ways to respond culturally—either alienation or separatist
response patterns. This is especially true when the dominant culture coerces parents, as was the
case in my childhood, toward assimilation. As a consequence of these assimilative pressures,
families may defer almost entirely to their children’s educators. For this reason, when a student’s
academic struggles are blamed on cognitive deficiencies, or bilingualism, parents will often trust
educators and adopt dominant cultural paradigms to the detriment of their children’s healthy
cultural and academic identity. These findings mirror those in the literature on Latino students
who are placed in special education and experience discrimination due to their native Spanish
language background (Figueroa, 2005; Perez, Skiba, & Chung, 2008; Saenz & Ponjuan, 2009).
As is the case with many Latino students, a subtractive educational approach
(Valenzuela, 1999) was enacted to eliminate my Puerto Rican linguistic roots and culture. These
findings were consistently evidenced through IEP documents that referenced my native Spanish
as the root of my academic difficulties. Unfortunately, I was referred for behavioral counseling
and speech therapy with professionals who lacked the understanding of how cultural speech
patterns differ, or how closely aligned language is to cultural identity (Danzak, 2011). Thus,
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when educators, such as my school speech therapist, castigate bicultural students for their accent,
they may unwillingly punish them for who they are, and how they express and view themselves;
in other words, they distort the reflection these students see in the mirror. Furthermore, such
forced assimilative pressures may slowly have the effect of pushing a bicultural student toward
cultural alienation response patterns, silencing or stifling the emergence of their bicultural voice.
Of note here is how my initial experiences in a Euroamerican education system lacked
the conditions that would have allowed me to connect my existing knowledge, since my
classroom environment was completely foreign to me. Subsequently, the prohibition to associate
my previous knowledge and build upon it jeopardized my ability to make the synaptic
connections necessary from what I knew, to what I was learning (Darder, 2012; Ladson-Billings,
2009). Failing to recognize how my own school environment alienated and undermined previous
forms of knowledge by not providing connections to the knowledge and experience of my
primary culture, I was set up, as Cummins (2000) argued, to chase the moving target of gradelevel academic ability. This inability to catch up with one’s peers, whose learning increases
every day, in conjunction with the view that something is wrong with the individual, promoted in
my experience by my teachers and therapists, leads bicultural students to internalize their
subordination. As a result, a deep sense of deficiency and inadequacy is internalized by bicultural
students, leading to a preference in using a cultural alienation response patterns, without
necessarily improving my academic performance.
It was my parents’ fierce determination that I be academically successful that assisted me
to eventually construct the knowledge needed in building the foundational comprehension
needed to be moderately successful in the classroom. In our weekly trips to the Smithsonian, Mt.
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Vernon, Harpers Ferry, Civil War battlefields, and other cultural, and historic places, I begin to
construct a dominant cultural foundation for learning, enriched by novel experiences that
allowed for cognitive growth, even though it was at the expense of my primary cultural identity.
The Seeds of a Bicultural Awakening
By the age of 10, I was at the peak of my cultural alienation responses, identifying myself
as American and making every effort to act and be Euroamerican. The vignette addressing my
return to Puerto Rico over one summer evidences the full extent of my internalized superiority of
the United States, and demonstrates my subordination of the dominant culture. Further
substantiated by my refusal to use Spanish in public at all costs, an idolization of Euroamerican
athletes, and my deferment to my blond, blue-eyed friends in terms of physical concepts of
attraction and desirability. These findings correspond to those found by in the literature as to how
bicultural persons under assimilative pressures internalize and prioritize Euroamerican standards
of culture and physical beauty to the detriment of healthy self-conceptions (David, 2013;
Hipolito-Delgado, 2010; Kohli, 2014).
The data found in this study demonstrate how it was not until my middle school science
teacher accused me of being an ungrateful immigrant that I came to acknowledge the dualities
within myself, and began to shift from one extreme of subordination to the dominant culture
toward adamant cultural resistance and embrace of my primary culture. This response is also
consistent with Darder’s (2012) notion bicultural crisis often experienced by bicultural students,
as they begin to undergo a bicultural awakening, which catapults them away from an
assimilationist response pattern and toward a more cultural separatist stance, where they begin to
identify strictly with the primary culture, while rejecting the dominant culture.
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A bicultural awakening. Through the study of history, I slowly began to construct a
systemic understanding of my status as a Latino in the United States; however, it was through
art, literature, and music that I found the beauty of my culture, and subsequently myself. Works
such as Ruben Blades seminal album Buscando America (Looking for America), whose lyrics
proclaimed us all to be Americans—North, South, and Central—or Juan Luis Guerra’s Areito
albums, critical of U.S. involvement in Latin America, reinforcing a Pan-Latin-American
identity and declared our cultural identity as one engulfed by Africans, Spanish, and Tainos—
that I felt the emergence of my emancipation. These findings indicate that art should be an
essential component in the education of bicultural students.
As the result of my bicultural awakening and cultural discovery, I grew to have a more
nuanced understanding of U.S. foreign policy in Latin America; however, I still did not
understand cultural hegemony within the US itself. Thus, I was unable to engage in a process of
bicultural affirmation. This lack of critical engagement in the dialectical tensions between
cultures may result in an inability for bicultural students to construct a strong and healthy
bicultural identity. Moreover, this means that bicultural students may internalize any and all
academic failures as personal weaknesses, and form doubts as to their ability to ever be truly
successful in an academic environment.
These issues can be aggravated in contexts where bicultural students have few culturally
congruent teachers—meaning they fail to find the bicultural mirror needed to help ground them
in a theoretical understanding of the systemic oppression they feel and experience most of their
lives. Consequently, one of my greatest motivations in deciding to pursue a career in education
was to serve as such a guide for other subaltern students, in sync with similar findngs in the
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literature on bicultural teachers (Achinstein et al., 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Lynn, 2006;
Simmons, 2010; Villegas Clewell, 1998).
Through a critical approach to education, my time at Constructivist University served to
uncover and label the systemic forces that plagued my experiences since my arrival in the United
States (Giroux, 2011). Additionally, my exposure to bicultural neighborhoods helped deconstruct
deficit-laden conceptions into which persons living within the US have been indoctrinated
(Giroux, 2013). Instead of barren landscapes of despair, I experienced places that sounded,
appeared, and felt like my primary culture. The more I worked within this context, the more my
conditioned fear of the other—my primary cultural self—so instilled by my class privilege and
the cultural environment of my schooling, began to dissipate, and I came to recognize a proud
and resilient people.
In contrast, my program at Oriole State approached education through a neoliberal
approach, which sought to improve pedagogy by approaching the profession as technical and
devoid of ideology (Giroux, 2013; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Nieto, 2003). As the only Latino
in the program, there existed a pressure to be less critical and avoid systemic and ideological
critiques. For this reason, I felt the strong pull toward culturally dualist responses again, in order
to maintain good rapport with my peers. Consistent with previous experiences, I slowly felt
culturally isolated and began to disconnect from my peers outside of the classroom (Darder,
2012).
Mired in a state of cognitive dissonance, my experience with Dr. Melvin’s multicultural
education course speaks to how reluctant a bicultural student can be to fully engage in critical
self-evaluation of personal privilege, while balancing his/her status within a community largely
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made up of the dominant culture. This vignette highlights a tendency I came to repeat throughout
my career in education, and one common to uncritical bicultural educators—when asked to
choose between seeking solidarity with a bicultural person or acquiescing to the dominant
culture, I deferred to the dominant culture (Kohli, 2014). While I resisted my peers’ requests to
support their complaints of reverse discrimination, I failed to recognize how they themselves
were enacting their own privilege (McIntosh, 1990).
These findings mirror research that suggests that without the vocabulary and conceptual
understanding of what was happening, a preservice bicultural student teacher may feel his or her
only avenue of recourse in dealing with such tensions is silence (Fine, 1987; Haviland, 2008;
Pollock et al., 2010). Furthermore, while I was deeply aware at the time that such a course, due
to its critical nature, should be taught in-person in order to help develop trust and cultivate
respectful dialogue. The consequence was that my bicultural voice was, in fact, silenced by the
underlying dominant cultural dynamics of the program (Darder, 2012).
The Dynamic Cultural Response Patterns of a Latino Teacher
As soon as I entered the classroom, the first thing I wanted to do was create a trusting
relationship with my students. It was my desire to be a positive example for my students,
especially those from similar cultural backgrounds as my own. Still, I was unaware of how my
own class privilege and assimilative biases manifested as deficit thinking in my practice as well.
These findings continue to suggest the importance that bicultural teachers be critically aware of
their own internalized racism and privilege (Bristol, 2015; Hipolito-Delgado, 2010; Kohli, 2014).
Though I wanted my students to feel proud of their heritage and culture and to be
successful and highly involved U.S. citizens, I did not encourage them to seek occupations
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outside those admired by the mainstream culture, uncritically buying into the competitive nature
of schooling that I had detested during my time as a student (Giroux, 1988). Accordingly, while
my lessons focused on history, culture, and language, they failed to incorporate critiques of
systemic racial and gender discrimination beyond my limited understanding.
Furthermore, due to my inadequate understanding of cultural response patterns, I often
failed to acknowledge my students’ response patterns outside alienation and separatism (Darder,
2012). I knew I wanted to guide them toward healthy bicultural identity construction but as I had
not found it within myself, my ability to assist my students was limited. As a result, my attempts
led me to become at best an opaque bicultural mirror, unable to reflect a clear sense of bicultural
identity.
Yet, even if I had desire to do so, I was limited by a prescribed curriculum. These
findings parallel those in the literature that state that bicultural teachers suffer from frustration at
not being able to teach a curriculum they desire, and may in turn internalize these frustrations in
the form of self-blame, unease, isolation, and eventual attrition (Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008;
Achinstein & Ogawa, 2012). When such moments created dissonance within myself, I retreated
into cultural alienation response patterns, feeling the weight of the dominant culture. It seemed,
at the time, easier to sacrifice my cultural identity for peace and camaraderie with my colleagues,
rather than to experience the isolation that came with critiquing a system that all those around me
so readily accepted.
This retreat into alienation responses would not last long, as my love of Latino art,
literature, and film, or my friendships would rekindle cultural pride and reinvigorate my Latino
cultural sensibilities. Through art, literature, music, and film, I felt beauty, optimism, and
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solidarity with other Latinos. Recognizing this, I tried to incorporate these forms into my classes
as much as possible. What is particularly unfortunate here is that throughout my career, the more
I asserted culturally relevant teaching practices in my classroom, the more isolated I became
from my colleagues who could not understand why this was so important to my teaching, similar
to findings in the literature on bicultural teachers (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2012; Fasching-Varner
& Seriki, 2012).
While I felt this constant isolation throughout my career as a teacher, it was always
greater in schools where there were few bicultural teachers (Achinstein & Aguirre, 2008; Darder,
1995). Respecting the wisdom of experienced teachers, I sought to learn as much as I could from
them, but experienced bicultural teachers were in short supply especially in the small schools of
New York where I spent the majority of my teaching career (Boyd et al., 2011). Unfortunately,
many of the elder bicultural persons had gravitated toward alienation or separatist response
patterns to survive in predominately Euroamerican contexts, as was the case when I sought the
advice of my African American assistant principal at Crossroads on the cultural isolation that our
bicultural students felt. As a result, I was never able to find a consistent bicultural mirror that
could mentor me through my own process of bicultural affirmation during those years as a
classroom teacher.
The absence of solidarity, support, and theoretical understanding in educational contexts
where I labored prevented me from seeing a future as a teacher. Never truly understanding my
own bicultural identity or discriminatory experiences, I was unable to spend much time in
negotiation or affirmation responses needed in order to contest the inequities, I or my students
witnessed and experienced on a daily basis. Neither was I afforded the critical space for
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reflection and dialogue, besides fleeting moments with colleagues who themselves were often
grappling with similar issues.
My inability to find contexts that supported my bicultural affirmation as a Latino
educator contributed greatly to my eventual departure from the classroom. Without a firm
grounding in my own cultural identity, the tension of constant shifts in response patterns, and the
absence of a bicultural mirror, I was unable to disentangle the complexity behind my modes of
engagement. Furthermore, I was rarely afforded the critical opportunities to confront the many
experiences of cultural tension in the modern classroom. However, these were not the sole
reasons why I eventually left a profession I deeply loved; my limited understanding of my
cultural response patterns and the cultural hegemonic practices in education greatly contributed
to my departure.
Hegemonic Gendered Relations in Education
Despite the dearth of research, contemporary investigations on bicultural male teachers
have begun to unearth a thematically complex picture of essentialized expectations and
outcomes, and erastephobia (Bristol, 2015b; Brockenbrough, 2012b, 2012c; Brown, 2012;
Weaver-Hightower, 2011). Through the lens of this work, I was better able to understand the
tensions caused by the forces of gendered expectations, which weighed heavily on me
throughout my childhood and magnified themselves when I entered the deeply gendered female
profession of teaching. Not only was I subject to the conflicts between my own
antiheteronormative home education and privileged status as a male, but expectations and
pressures as a male educator, sometimes by female peers themselves, to enact gendered
masculine customs. Further stereotyped by Euroamerican females who expected me to act in
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their essentialized typecast of Latino males (Casas, Wagenheim, Banchero, & Mendoza-Romero,
1994; De La Cancela, 1986; Torres, Solberg, & Carlstrom, 2002), and policed by both male and
female colleagues, I lacked the freedom to define myself as compassionate, communicative male
with a love for his students.
When I choose to become a teacher, I was only loosely aware of the consequences of
how I would be viewed as a result of these gendered expectations. These findings mirror those in
research on male teachers and the gendered stigma they encounter by working in a femaledominated profession (Gosse, 2011; Jones, 2007; Ponte, 2012; Weaver-Hightower, 2011).
Nevertheless, I felt a calling to my profession and considered it an honor to dedicate my life to
helping others to be of greater value. Meaning that while I was not experiencing moments of
high stress I did not care to adhere to these expectations, especially outside of the schools where
I labored. It was only when additional stress factors related to a lack of bicultural affirmation and
voice, cultural isolation, debilitating work conditions, and other stress factors increased that I
would begin to feel as though I was just a teacher in a gendered female career. Hence, gendered
stereotypes and the stress these provoke consistently challenge the personal and professional
self-concept of Latino male teachers (Lara & Fránquiz, 2015; Torres & Gradilla, 2006; Vavrus,
2009).
The Latino Male Stereotype
As discussed earlier, when I arrived at Constructivist University I found myself at odds
with my Euroamerican female colleagues. From my Latina peers, I found great solidarity and
support, and a freedom to express my feelings and emotions. However, from my Euroamerican
colleagues, I consistently felt suspicion, competition, and anger. This was also supported by my
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experience living in Spain where I felt free and valued to be a caring, sensitive male, while those
same qualities were deemed negative and unmanly in the United States. This finding, as noted in
the literature, indicates a difference in the way masculinity is defined in Latino versus the United
States contexts (Casas et al., 1994; De La Cancela, 1986; Torres et al., 2002; Zinn, 1982).
The incidences of tension I experienced with my preservice colleagues Jeannie and
Abigail served to reinforce how, as an essentialized Latino male, I would be stereotyped and
categorized by Euroamerican women throughout my career. Similar incidences occurred with my
colleagues and in the principals’ assumptions at Duke Ellington and Upper Manhattan. This
meant that I, as many other Latino male educators, was forced to navigate a predominately
Euroamerican female environment. These incidences also reflected how woman in education can
at times adopt the role of power broker often denied to them in mainstream society, perpetuating
through their attitudes and behavior the conditioning and socialization of students through a
male, Eurocentric, and heterosexual hegemonic perspective, despite the subordination of their
gender in the larger social context (Francis & Skelton, 2001; Martino, 2011; Weaver-Hightower,
2011).
Seen as an exotic or an essentialized Latino male at Ellington, conclusions drawn from
my curly hair, palm tree t-shirt, and stereotypical view of Latino men as promiscuous party
animals, resulted in a stigmatizing form of dehumanizing objectification (Darder, 2012) in how I
was view by many of my female Euroamerican peers. As a result, I felt as though I was under
constant pressure to adhere to a more stringent professional persona than my peers, in order to
make sure that any interaction with female colleagues and, most importantly, my students were
not misunderstood.
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The views of my peers further evidenced by Principal Abraham’s interest in my romantic
status upon meeting her for the first time, and her concern as to how I would act with my female
students, attest to the limited paradigms female peers can inadvertently display in their
perceptions and behaviors toward their male counterparts: namely as sexualized beings, instead
of colleagues and educators (Howell, Egan, Giuliano, & Ackley, 2011). Of course, this similar
dynamic is at work in the suspicion projected on to Latino male teachers with respect to their
relationship with female students. This is substantiated by research that has suggested that
bicultural males have a longstanding history of being perceived as sexual threats to
Euroamerican woman (Brown, 2012).
Such essentializing paradigms, however, also mean that coworkers often expect the
enactment of a hyper-masculine male, an anticipation predicated on their stereotypical
expectation of bicultural and Latino males (De La Cancela, 1986). As my peers got to know me,
they either were pleasantly surprised or disappointed to find I did not fit these stereotypical
assumptions. For example, when coworkers such as Suzette at Ellington High School confessed
to being attracted to me, until she met me and realized “You know, you’re Arturo.” Such
incidences, however, also carry the unintentional consequence of stereotype threat (Steele,
2010), which refers to moments when one feels the need to conform or affirm expected
behaviors, in my case that of a Latino male, instead of expressing or contending with the tensions
and exhaustion associated with resisting. This resistance to the hegemonic forces also mirror the
responses employed by oppressed students to counteract the prejudice, stereotypes, and racism of
their teachers (Torres et al., 2002).
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Stereotype threat was evident at Upper Manhattan, where my colleague Dale and other
Euroamerican men had freedom to challenge Principal Susan, yet how any utterance from me
seemed ill-received and would lead to my classification as an angry person of color.
Subsequently, bicultural male teachers in similar contexts often find themselves excluded from
participating in school decision-making processes (even when on school leadership teams) or
receiving after school tutoring or teaching positions for extra money, pedagogical support, or
professional development opportunities. This discriminatory phenomenon has been substantiated
by work of Grissom and Keiser (2011), who found that teachers supervised by principals of
culturally congruent groups tended to grant better organizational benefits including pay, support,
autonomy, and recognition to teachers of their same culture. Unfortunately, as with other forms
of prejudice expressed as microaggressions (Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000), there are seldom
adequate forms of protection for male teachers suffering from discriminatory treatment at the
hands of an administrator. Without direct public insults or documentation of stereotypical
discrimination, it is nearly impossible to contest such behaviors; this generally means that
changing schools or ultimately leaving the profession often remains the only plausible alternative
for bicultural male teachers.
Gendered Trauma and Anger
An analysis of my academic and professional experiences unearthed how I, as a Latino
male, constructed negative self-conceptions, and subservience to racist Euroamerican
epistemologies that demanded patriarchal adherence while professing Euroamerican superiority.
Under these circumstances, I came to internalize the dissonance I felt when being forced and
ultimately trying to pass as a light-skinned male in Euroamerican contexts, in the form of a
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suppressed anger. Yet, as Abalos (2002) found with other Latino men, I was unable to properly
acknowledge my anger and, in turn, released it onto my family. Unfortunately, there continues to
be absence of support for bicultural males in acknowledging, navigating, and understanding this
anger and trauma. Without a space to interrogate this phenomenon, Latino males continue to fail
in understanding the systemic roots of their trauma. As such, we express an anger that is not of
our own making; ultimately, however, failing to engage this oppression and stifling
emancipatory attempts (Abalos, 2002). A more in-depth look at the historical roots of this anger
is discussed below under issues linked to cultural hegemony.
Pedophile Threat
One of the greatest fears for male teachers reflected in the literature and in my own
experience is the threat of claims of sexual misconduct and assault (Weaver-Hightower, 2011).
Male teachers, especially bicultural males, whom the media often depicts as the most aggressive
males, must always be on guard, so that their behavior can never be second-guessed or
questioned (Brown, 2012). This policing of male teachers as the result of erastephobia—the
impending fear of pedophilia—creates a constant state of tension whereby the bicultural male
teacher must always remain cognizant of this threat in every interaction with a colleague or
student.
Indeed, throughout my teaching career, one of my greatest concerns—as is the case with
many male educators (Gosse, 2011; Parr & Gosse, 2011)—was that of a false accusation. For
one simple allegation is enough to damage the professional reputation of a male teacher, end his
career, and more importantly undermine his years of excellent work with students. This
vulnerable state of constant personal protection and hyperawareness is exhausting for male
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teachers in the classroom in that it restricts teacher mobility due to their physical size,
stereotypical projections, and an outdated infrastructure (Hunter, 2009). Unfortunately, I found
this to be the case in schools that espoused a rhetoric of greater intimacy between teachers and
students. The emotional closeness, for example, required by teachers at Upper Manhattan,
reduced certain common barriers of protection for single male teachers, in that a focus on
intimate knowledge of students’ lives often resulted in students failing to understand safe
boundaries necessary for healthy teacher-student relationship. Moreover, little time or resources
were allocated toward supporting teachers and students in better navigating the boundaries of a
humanizing intimacy in the classroom, particularly with respect to the additional tensions that
male teachers can experience in such pedagogical contexts.
The tensions experienced by male teachers from the impact of pedophilic threat is
largely a silenced discourse within most educational settings (Lara & Franquiz, 2015; Parr &
Gosse, 2011). Throughout my career, when I sought guidance and support even from female
colleagues, there was next to none available on either an institutional or personal level (Bristol,
2015a;Warwick, Warwick, & Hopper, 2012;). Instead, such requests were often met with jokes
that seemed to delimit the seriousness of the matter, leaving male teachers feeling isolated and
unsupported (Parr & Gosse, 2011). Disappointingly, the little advice that most of us receive is in
the form of simplistic dictums—don’t let them touch you, and don’t be left alone with a student.
Homophobia
Another incredibly quieted phenomena in the educational contexts where I labored were
the forces and expectations associated with heteronormative hegemony. Expectations that male
Latino teachers condone and promote such behavior often causes, as it did me, great
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consternation, particularly when one does not conform to gendered or heteronormative
expectations. For example, my efforts to purposely seek to restrict homophobic slurs in the
classroom was particularly unwelcomed at AAAS, where traditional gendered traits of proper
male behavior were strictly policed by teachers and students alike (Lara & Franquiz, 2015;
Martino & Frank, 2006; Reigeluth & Addis, 2015). Recognizing the injustice in this type of
discrimination, I believed it was our duty as bicultural educators to advocate for students who
fall outside expected gendered norms, especially gay, lesbian, and transgender students. Such
advocacy is generally enacted through a culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 2009)
and critically emancipatory pedagogy (Darder, 2012), which also seeks to be gender relevant
(Bristol, 2015b). In this way, bicultural male educators work to combat the heteronormative
pressures so common in the schooling of bicultural students, which is even more acute for
LGBTQ students (Rezai-Rashti & Martino, 2010).
It is important to note here that this does not mean that we are free of conditioned
hetereonormative beliefs and habits (Gosse, 2012; Martino, 2008), but through emancipatory
educational approaches we seek to be reflective and cognizant of their manifestations in the
classroom, both on our part as teachers and that of our students. Generally, this requires that we
dedicate class time to confront and address homophobic slurs and to provide clear boundaries
with respect to addressing our students’ questions about our sexuality.
In many respects, male educators, as was my experience, must consistently both combat
and still exist within gendered norms of masculinity prescribed by the hegemonic culture of the
school. Still attempts to combat these forces, share relevant concerns, and don professional dress
can be construed stereotypically, by both male and female coworkers, to signal homosexuality.

	
  

258

Such false conceptions can lead, as they did for me, to heightened vigilance of my behavior at
work, particularly in schools run by mainstream educators who firmly suscribed to traditional
gender roles. These findings closely aligned with research in the field, which has confirmed that
male behavior and sexuality are closely policed in school environments (Martino & Frank, 2006;
Reigeluth & Addis, 2015)
The homophobia exhibited by my peers at AAAS caused me great sadness, as I believed
it undermined the school’s mission to empower men through a connection with their culture and
history, in pursuit of equity. Still, I had trouble coming to terms with the defiant discrimination
male members of the staff held toward the perceived feminine traits of students and the blatant
homophobic and misogynist tendencies they exhibited. These findings echo research that has
suggested that bicultural males often fail to understand their own male privilege, while enacting
forms of heteronormative policing behaviors (Brockenbrough, 2012a, 2012b; Martino & Frank,
2006). Beyond damaging the self-concept of LGBTQ and those students still questioning their
sexuality, these behaviors inhibit heterosexual male students from developing healthy concepts
of masculinity and becoming allies of woman in their struggle for gender equality. Such
traditional pedagogical expectations, unfortunately, result in stifling critical engagement with
human emotions, sensitivity, and communication about this important aspect of students’ lives,
since these are viewed as transgressive to heteronormativity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005;
Gosse, 2011; Jones, 2007).
Symbolic Figures
Throughout my career in teaching, as is common for other bicultural male teachers, I
came to unexpectedly symbolize or represent the absent male figure in the lives of colleagues,
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administrators, and students. The literature on bicultural male teachers asserts that this
phenomenon is often the result of simplistic popular notions, which contend that bicultural male
role models are the best solution to the academic and social struggles of bicultural students,
especially those who are reared by single mothers (Brockenbrough, 2012c; Brown, 2012; RezaiRashti & Martino, 2010).
The first time I recognized this as an issue was at a parent teacher conference at Ellington
High School. The anger that Peter’s mother directed at me was as shocking as it was personal.
Only upon reflection and in conversation with the assistant principal did I come to understand
that this projected anger was born out of her projected pain toward her ex-husband. Similarly,
students whose fathers were absent also manifested such episodes of displaced anger in the
classroom. For example, despite by desire to serve as a bicultural mirror at Upper Manhattan, I
found it difficult to navigate relationships with students like Gina, who in her classroom
interactions with me would violently express the trauma of her absent father.
Often contending with such moments of unmitigated rage, accompanied by the
questioning of one’s adequacy, can leave male teachers stunned and dazed. Sadly, none of my
teacher preparation programs or subsequent professional development ever prepared me to
address this pedagogical issues (Brockenbrough, 2012c). Moreover, it is hard to describe just
how it feels to be the focus of another person’s rage when one is not at fault or the cause. Little
by little these occurrences can chip away at a teacher’s determination, leaving one exhausted and
isolated and, at times, with only the friendly sympathy of someone like Ms. Jennings.
These findings collaborate research that confirms that bicultural male teachers can be
pressured to be the essentialized solution for the struggles of bicultural students, indirectly being
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pushed to fulfill the emotional role-modeling and emotional support of the absent father
(Brockenbrough, 2012c; Carrington & McPhee, 2008). This popular but unsubstantiated
expectation that bicultural men should be the solution to the absent male figures in bicultural
communities (Brown, 2012) also means that bicultural male teachers are seen as responsible for
reinforcing and perpetuating the patriarchal gendered expectations of society, the most common
of these expectations being the disciplinarian.
Disciplinarian
The only workplace environment where males and bicultural male educators, in
particular, dominated the social life of the school was at AAAS. The culture of the school
included a heightened expectation of the male bicultural teacher as disciplinarian. Similar to the
research, failure to illicit strict control of the classroom was equated with not being a good
educator and/or being weak of will—hence, unmanly (Brown, 2011; Jones, 2007; Lara &
Franquiz, 2015; Parr & Gosse, 2011). When I tried to mimic the strict disciplinarian styles
expected of me, I found myself trying to force my students into a system of control that felt
unnatural and morally questionable. As with other male teachers grappling with this issue, I
struggled to find a teaching style that would allow me to gain my students’ respect, without
demanding subservience (Giroux, 1988). When, however, the contradictions between my
bicultural vision and the school’s authoritarian expectations eroded my patience, I often resorted,
as many progressive educators do (Darder, 2002), to being the disciplinarian I did not want to be.
As mentioned earlier, bicultural male teachers can experience fear over being perceived
as weak or having their masculinity questioned (Brown, 2009). This also speaks to one of my
greatest fear while working at AAAS, which was being perceived as unable to control my
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classes. This fear, rooted in the myth that male teachers should be disciplinarians (Brown, 2009)
and that failure to do so means one is less of a man and an educator, reflects research findings
that confirm that this gendered expectation is a great stressor for bicultural male teachers
(Bristol, 2015a; Brockenbrough, 2012c; Brown, 2009).
Concurrent with these findings, research indicates that female teachers may also desire
and	
  expect male colleagues be strong disciplinarians (Jones, 2007), which also reflects the
uncritical nature of gendered expectations often held by female educators. Thusly, these
gendered expectations for bicultural males in a predominately female Euroamerican career
generally mean that the pressures of adhering to or protecting oneself against gendered
stereotypes can slowly chisel at one’s resolve to serve steady as a consistent bicultural mirror.	
  
Issues linked to the Culture of Hegemonic Schooling
The culture of hegemonic schooling is instilled through values, power relations, and
epistemological paradigms that ensure that the dominant culture is prioritized and prevails
(Darder, 2012; Giroux, 1988). Accordingly, mainstream schooling becomes the vehicle under
which a population is conditioned and systems of inequality are reproduced. In the process,
subaltern populations are conditioned to internalize their trauma and failures as the consequence
of their own cultural and class shortcomings, rather than the systemic apparatus of oppression
(Darder, 2012; Phinney, 2006; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2009) With this in mind, this section engages
the manner in which the dominant cultural of schooling has been implicated in my life and the
lives of bicultural educators. Some of the examples used repeat those in the previous two
sections due to the multifaceted nature of these phenomena.
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The Incorrect Blaming of my Bilingualism for my Academic Struggles
As I struggled to adapt to my new culture and context, my elementary school explained
my difficulties through the deficit lens of learning disabilities. During a time when educators
were poorly and minimally prepared to educate second language learners, any and all struggles
on the part of the student were readily blamed on the bicultural student’s culture and language
(Guiberson, 2009; Suárez-Orozco & Páez, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999). While the pedagogy around
English Language Learners has improved, the understanding, training, and deficit views about
these students continues to threaten their academic and personal success, evidenced through the
overrepresentation of Latino students in special education (Guiberson, 2009).
Coming from a culture that respects teacher professionalism, my parents did not question
my teachers or school officials when they categorized me as learning disabled. Ironically, these
same educators failed to diagnose my actual learning obstacles, dubiously categorized as ADD
and dyslexia—yet, still in need of coping and organizational strategies—until I requested them
toward the end of my high school years. When my first educators’ concerns and diagnosis were
undermined by the discovery that I did needed glasses, instead of admitting error they turned
their attention to my status as a bilingual student and my accompanying accent. Seeking to
eliminate it through speech therapy, I would suffer the humiliation of being pulled out during
class time, and the indignity of losing my native tongue. As my IEP’s attest, consistent with
research on the misdiagnosis of Latino children (Darder 2012; Guiberson, 2009), most of the
decisions to categorize me as learning disabled stemmed from deficit views of my native
language (Cummins, 2000), which the school decided had to be eliminated or subtracted in order
for me to be successful (Valenzuela, 1999).
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A subtractive education ensued which deemed my native language as problematic to my
intellectual formation and to which I was denied access, even in my home (Darder, Torres, &
Gutiérrez, 1997; Gonzalez & Soltero, 2011; Valenzuela, 1999). As my reading abilities improved
as the result of my mother’s efforts, rather than the school’s, my educators happily interpreted
my improvement as their success, listing my issues as corrected by the end of elementary school.
However, I had only achieved Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) at the time, not
the Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALPS) necessary to achieve academically at
the same rate as my monolingual English-speaking peers (Cummins, 2000). In simpler terms, I
could communicate socially in English, but still lacked academic proficiency in my new
language to be fully successful.
As I continued to struggle academically, the few teachers that recognized my cognitive
capabilities would in turn deem me lazy or listless, as my high school teacher Mr. Bennett
described me for not achieving better results. These conclusions, mirror those found in the
literature on bicultural boys who are often deemed hyperactive, lazy, cognitively challenged, and
impatient by their Euroamerican teachers, and who in turn classify them as learning disabled
(Darder, 2012; Figueroa, 2005; Perez et al., 2008). These conclusions by educators are
entrenched in assimilative ideologies that manifest themselves through a hidden curriculum that
fails to understand that students rooted in their own culture are more able to navigate other
cultures, as well as deal with experiences of discrimination more effectively (Gonzales-Backen,
& Guimond, 2009; Graves, 2014; Umaña-Taylor). They also point to the subjective nature of
special education classification (Ferri & Connor, 2005), the social construction of learning
disabilities, and the need to categorize bicultural children in order to explain their academic
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struggles and ignore the true culprits of systemic injustice. As a result of such categorizations, I
grew to falsely accept that there was something wrong with me, which combined with the forces
of cultural hegemony conditioned my subservience and feelings of inferiority compared to my
Euroamerican classmates and professional colleagues.
The Individual and Historical Trauma of Latino Males
The traumatic experiences of a Latino teacher may occupy the same space as his desire to
become an educator, that being his experiences as an oppressed subject under the racism and
classism of the dominant Eurocentric culture. Consequently, Latino teachers may labor within
contexts where they are forced to relive past trauma with, and witness the creation of the trauma
of, their bicultural students. As the literature on the trauma suffered by bicultural students (Burke
et al. 2011) and teachers (Baum et al. 2014) has begun to demonstrate the negative physiological
and psychological effects, it is important recognize that such analysis continually fail to
incorporate systemic critiques of the dominant culture in favor of individualistic and
universalizing epistemologies.
In like manner, it is important to highlight how the forces of acculturation may create or
reify the trauma and anger a Latino male teacher experiences at being forced to conform to
Eurocentric patriarchal and heterosexual norms in a predominately Euroamerican context. Often
omitted by the Eurocentric and individualistic paradigms is how such forces are rooted in the
historical legacy of the conquest and colonization of Latin American (Abalos, 2002; Cervantes,
2005; De La Cancela, 1986; Lara & Fránquiz, 2015; Torres & Gradilla, 2006).
This absence of historical knowledge has the twofold effect of disconnecting the Latino
males from a historical understanding of self, delimiting his ability to understand his own
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oppression (as my high school experiences attest), and perpetuating essentialized and
stereotypical conceptions of such men (Abalos, 2002; Cervantes, 2005). With this in mind, Freire
(1970) warned how colonization encourages the development of internalized oppression leading
to potentially self-destructive acts. This abnegation of inherited historical trauma coupled with
the lived trauma of migration, racism, acculturation stress, cultural oppression, and a crippled
process of biculturation created a dissonance within me, while I attempted to integrate a sense of
manhood (Cervantes, 2005). Futhermore, without an understanding of such trauma, bicultural
individuals, especially those who have been conditioned under assimilative forces, may react
negatively as I often did when other bicultural persons manifest their anger for fear of admiting
their own hidden and reppressed rage.
This failure to acknowledge the individual and historical trauma bicultural students suffer
results in the inadequate preparation of future teachers, especially for those that who will work in
subaltern communities. Without the proper knowledge and strategies, uncritical teachers may
retreat into deficit views of bicultural students or internalize the classroom expressions of such
trauma in the form of rage and or anger, as I did in the form of negative individual and
professional self-conceptions highlighted in my data under the section Students’ Anger and Pain
and the Frustration of Failing to Help. In fact, bicultural teachers may be more prone to the
internalization of such incidences, by way of the cultural intimacy they share with their students.
Therefore, bicultural teachers may be more susceptible to the damaging effects of such trauma
and rage in that it connects to their own experiences and pedagogical purpose unlike that of their
Euroamerican colleagues, as Machado (2013) has alluded to in her discussion about why she, as
bicultural teacher, left the classroom.
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Lastly, a thematic analysis on trauma unearthed how I at many times in my life as a
student and subsequently as a teacher manifested my trauma through anger. Interestingly, I did
not often manifest my anger publically. Instead my anger was bottled up and discharged either
through parental confrontations, especially during my adolescent years, or internalized and
manifested through self-blame and negative self-conceptions. Thus, it is important to
acknowledge that not all manifestations of trauma take the form of public outbursts, but may be
silent and unnoticeable.
The Hidden Curriculum
My education. The phenomenon of assimilative ideologies permeates the training and
curriculum teachers receive (Hollins & Torres-Guzman, 2005; San Miguel, 1997). Consequently,
the dominant culture is prioritized and dissent, contradictions, and tensions are minimized in
favor of one supposedly harmonious culture. Disguising the culture of the United States as a
melting pot, the truth is that other cultures are included only on superficial levels and that an
adherence to the Euroamerican dominant culture is required and expected if students are to
succeed (Darder et al., 1997).
Beginning with the elimination of my native language, my education and work
experiences were continually under the pressure of conformity to the dominant culture (Portes &
Rumbaut, 2001). When my speech therapist sought to eliminate my accent, she prioritized her
language and culture, denying the sociocultural and sociopolitical nature of language (Evans,
2015). This theme repeated itself again while I was receiving my preparation at Oriole State,
when my professor dismissed my concerns about the grammatical and communicative focus of
language acquisition methodology. Subsequently, I grew disturbed by encouragements to
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decorate our classrooms with stereotypical decorations such as Mexican sombreros and papel
picado, which essentialized Latino culture and rendered invisible important regional and
historical differences of Latino nationalities.
Concurrent to my speech therapy, I was immersed in a heavily Euroamerican centric
curriculum, where I learned to prioritize the greatness of the United States and its superiority
above all others. Through the Childhood of Famous Americans, history and English class
textbooks, and the pledge of allegiance, I assimilated false concepts of equality and freedom that
attributed to my adherence to all things American by my early teenage years, as the vignette of
my trip to Puerto Rico illustrate, particularly when I declared myself to be American to my uncle.
Ironically, my identification as American improved the way my teachers viewed me, reducing
some of the bicultural tensions I felt, but caused me to negatively associate my Latino culture as
less worthy and subordinate (Darder, 2012).
At times my rebellion against the dominant Euroamerican culture was not apparent to
me; instead it manifested as boredom with classes, or resistance to Euroamerican writing patterns
that beleaguered my success in English classes throughout my schooling. Failing to understand
why paragraphs, arguments, and examples needed to follow such a scripted and, in my opinion,
boring structure, I struggled—in essence, rebelling against my primary cultural expectations
without fully understanding why (Darder, 2012; Giroux, 2013). It would only be later while
studying cross-cultural communication that I understood this phenomenon to be entirely cultural.
Still, absent this cultural and systemic knowledge, I internalized it as a personal deficiency.
When my knowledge of history outside of the curriculum contradicted what I was
learning in school, my teachers failed to reconcile, critique, or make sense of my confusion.
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Instead, they prioritized their Euroamerican perspective, and attempted to stifle my intellectual
and cultural curiosity. The vignettes describing my time in Mr. Bennett’s class and his refusal to
entertain my questions and challenges evidence this. As I continued to reclaim my ethnic identity
in high school, I came to find myself in constant tension with assimilative forces that led to my
slow disconnection from my high school community and privileged neighborhood (UmañaTaylor et al., 2009).
Additionally, conceptions of other cultures were redefined to meet Euroamerican
standards. Roberto Clemente ceased to be Puerto Rican and instead became, as my teacher
defined him Black; hence, the opportunities for solidarity between other bicultural groups and
myself were delimited (Kohli, 2012). Such was my indoctrination that even after I had rebelled
against my imposed Euroamerican identity, I still held deficit views toward African Americans
and second-generation Latinos that would not begin to be deconstructed until I lived and worked
within these bicultural communities in New York City. My experiences as a student under
assimilative pressures came to be the main impetus behind my desire to enter education, while
my inability to address these hegemonic forces became one of the main reasons I would leave.
My work as a teacher. The curriculum at Oriole State focused on the technical aspects
of teaching and avoided engaging in theory or issues of race, class, and equity, which forced
future teachers to replicate a hidden curriculum of inequalities once they attained certification
(Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Lipman, 2011). The embeddedness of Eurocentric superiority in
the hidden curriculum was manifest in myriad ways. For example, my desire to become a
history teacher was obstructed by a certification process that valued Euroamerican history over
any other. Colleagues in my teacher certification program at Oriole State with undergraduate
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degrees in U.S. History found easy acceptance into the program, while my undergraduate degree
in Latin American History, a discipline deeply intertwined with U.S. history, was deemed
insufficient for teaching social studies—even when I had taken three social studies methodology
courses at Constructivist University. As a result, a curriculum that favored Euroamerican studies
over Latino studies meant I was ineligible to teach a subject area I had a passion and knowledge
of, and great desire to teach.
Subsequently, my only option was to teach Spanish as a foreign language. Quickly, the
low priority within districts and schools for the subject area became evident. Implemented at a
late stage of cognitive development that makes fluency attainment very difficult for most
students (Tran, 2009), its status as a low-priority subject meant that my courses were the last to
be programed into the student schedule, and little if any guidance or oversight on the part of
administrators ever occurred. Without a required standardized test for graduation, my courses
were granted little importance—an aspect students were all too keenly aware of and which made
subject area motivation all the more difficult. As new district policies and accountability
measures affected the schools where I labored in the years after NCLB, I would find that they
rarely, if ever, dealt with my subject area. Furthermore, my status as a professional would be
further undermined by administrators who would change student grades, such as Principal Susan
did, even when the student only attended a quarter of my classes.
Without another teacher teaching the same subject, I was usually thrown in with the
English or social studies departments for professional learning communities, and rarely if ever,
was I afforded the opportunity to attend any professional development that dealt directly with my
subject area. In fact, in a great many of the educational contexts where I taught, my most
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valuable asset to the school was my ability to serve as a translator and communicative bridge
with Spanish-speaking parents or guardians. On more than one occasion, I was removed from my
classroom during class time to administer these duties. For once the hidden curriculum was not
so hidden, the education of a different language, crucial in a global world, was of no real
importance, or as many students would remind me, this is America and we speak English here.
A great deal of the literature on the attrition of teachers, especially bicultural teachers,
indicates a strong correlation between leaving and the environmental stressors teachers face
linked to the hidden curriculum of assimilation (Achinstein et al., 2010; DeAngelis & Presley,
2011; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005). Analyses of my
experiences show a great deal of similarities between my experiences and the literature.
However, a portion of the literature still fails to reflect the full extent to which systemic racial,
and gender inequalities undermine emancipatory aims of bicultural male teachers.
Environmental Stressors
In analyzing environmental stressors, I found three different subcategories that comprised
the suboptimal conditions that Latino male teachers must labor under. These categories include
(a) the many times unconscious privilege shared by Euroamerican colleagues and administrators
are reinforced, (b) the substandard conditions and resources in schools; and (c) the damaging
power of the neoliberal educational agenda.
White privilege. As discussed earlier, White privilege is an ideology and social
construction defined and maintained by the dominant Euroamerican culture, which reinforces
cultural/racial hegemony over subaltern groups, controlling racial discourses on their own terms,
and with a failure to acknowledge unearned advantages (Matias, 2013; McGowan & Kern, 2014;
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McIntosh, 2015; Whiting & Cutri, 2015). Throughout my teaching career, I encountered, as have
so many bicultural educators before me, instances of White privilege that often served as a
method to dismiss my pedagogical and contextual concerns, and isolated these worries through a
politics of silencing (Amos, 2010; Nieto, 2003). Subtractive schooling, as manifested in my
experiences through the intended elimination of my accent and language sought to silence the
vestiges of my native culture, privileging Euroamerican linguistic expressions and behavioral
norms (Darder, 1995; Valenzuela, 1999).
In describing my speech therapy as “corrected,” my educators blindly replicated their
cultural dominance and superiority, as the result of their own privileged linguistic and cultural
status (Darder et al., 1997). As the cultural tensions of such an education slowly became
impossible to ignore, I grew to feel an unease and hypocrisy in the pledge of allegiance, and even
though I was under my legal right to reframe from its incantation, I felt forced to recite it. The
racists assumptions on the part of my middle school teacher, according to whom I supposedly
interrupted the pledge, attest to an uninterrogated and unapologetic expectation of subservience
to Euroamerican principles of cultural superiority, nationalism, and American colonialism,
especially for those hailing from present and past colonies (Giroux, 1988, 2013).
My experiences with my high school history teacher, Mr. Bennett, also demonstrated how
White privilege can be a culturally hegemonic expression of power over bicultural students. In
Mr. Bennett, such was his status of privilege that the curricular concerns of a Latino student
could be easily discarded and silenced, while his own interpretations of my academic ability
could be easily subsumed under his Latino male stereotypes of listless, lazy, and unmotivated.
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At Constructivist University, I was taken aback at how the dialogue and proposed agenda
of the university called for its majority Euroamerican students to solve issues facing urban
education, without critically interrogating their privileged status or any expectation that urban
communities should be a part of the process (Ellison, 2011; Graves, 2014; Michelli & Keiser,
2005; Milner, 2007). Their proclamations furthered the missionary aims of Euroamerican
teachers to rescue bicultural students from the plight of their cultural and linguistic deficit, while
imposing their predominately unexamined privileged status and hegemonic culture (Matias,
2013).
Countless times throughout my career, my concerns and critiques were continually
dismissed and statements such as, “If you hate it so much why don’t you go back to your
country,” attest to how many of my Euroamerican and predominately female colleagues silenced
the curricular concerns of bicultural teachers through their own privileged status as unexamined
members of the dominant culture (Amos, 2010). When my colleagues at Oriole State rebelled
against Dr. Melvin’s attempts to interrogate our privilege, they exerted their own dominance
through the very same phenomenon he sought to have us reflect, analyze, and challenge.
Furthermore, their overwhelming privileged response sought to use my bicultural status as a
means to legitimize their argument, empowered and legitimized by colorblindness.
In seeking to universalize education, delimit differences, and create a one-size-fits-all
technical model of education, teacher preparation programs fail to provide the time and space to
interrogate a future teacher’s privilege, worldview, and in the case of bicultural teachers, their
trauma of living under continual racism and discrimination. When such trauma resurfaces in their
pedagogical training, bicultural teachers are left with one of two options: Challenge one’s
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program and peers, at the expense of further isolation or judgment as an angry person of color,
during which the bicultural preservice teacher’s anger is invalidated and dismissed, or remain
silent as I did in Dr. Melvin’s class and internalize ones’ anger, often to the detriment of the
bicultural being’s professional and self-concept.
In addition, the bicultural preservice teacher is not provided an opportunity to analyze
and comprehend his/her own trauma and understand it systemically—meaning a bicultural
teacher’s ability to achieve emancipation is limited and, thus, the ability to fully serve as a
bicultural mirror is minimized. Such exclusions assist the perpetual denial of Euroamerican
institutions in acknowledging the pedagogical needs of preservice bicultural teachers, including
the trauma and anger bicultural persons feel through a universalizing epistemology that narrows
what is acceptable outside of the discourse of the dominant culture.
The contextual analysis of the environment under which I labored consistently
demonstrated that White privilege was one of the most culturally isolating and demoralizing
issues I faced throughout my years in the classroom. Dr. Abraham, my first administrator as a
high school Spanish teacher, was the embodiment of unexamined Euroamerican privilege in an
administrative role. Critiquing African American parents for how they named their children and
making racial jokes about my status as a Latino male made my adherence to her leadership
extremely difficult, yet she also was someone whom I had to appease in order to begin my career.
The cultural dominance afforded to Euroamerican educators also empowered students to
reject the importance of learning a foreign language in that they understood the hegemony of
English and their ability to be successful in most contexts through the privilege that linguistic
dominance afforded them. Of note here is how African American students, through conditioned
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Euroamerican linguistic superiority, enacted many of the same arguments as the suburban
Euroamerican students I taught, further nullifying opportunities to establish communication and
solidarity across subaltern communities. In many ways, the linguistic superiority and privilege of
the English language was one of the greatest pedagogical challenges I faced as a Spanish teacher,
and one that made my teaching experience continually frustrating (Cummins, 2000; Darder,
2012; Macedo, 2006; Nieto, 2002). On countless occasions, students would use their linguistic
privilege as an excuse to avoid learning a new language. Unfortunately, many parents reinforced
the low importance of learning a second language, even when I would explain the cognitive,
empathetic, and professional benefits of bilingualism.
Induction programs that could serve as a valuable tool to prepare teachers for the contexts
of bicultural communities are also undermined by unexamined White privilege (Cochran-Smith
& Zeichner, 2005b; Matias, 2013). Eschewing cross-cultural issues these teachers will face in
favor of technical assistance and naïve professional development, these programs—as was my
experience and that of so many bicultural educators—failed to produce any substantive
pedagogical outcomes. My experience with the New Teacher Project illustrate how these
programs exist within paradigms that minimize cross-cultural issues and create contexts where
Euroamerican teachers feel comfortable, rather than seriously preparing them to engage with the
needs of students in bicultural communities (Schultz, Jones-Walker, & Chikkatur, 2008).
The advising structure instituted in many of the schools where I worked was continually
mired in the privilege of the teachers and administration that both designed and implemented
these programs. Foregoing the cultural norms of respect of elders in many bicultural
communities, these advisories sought to colonize student’s families by installing their advisory
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teachers as family members. These intimate relationships asked of advisory or family group
teachers provided little in terms of structure and guidance for participating teachers.
Consequently, they floated in nebulous spaces between teachers and family members, of which
most teachers were ill prepared to navigate. This resulted, as would be expected, in the
enactment and replication of their own privilege and cultural dominance over matters that now
extended beyond the classroom.
My experiences at Upper Manhattan under Principal Susan illustrate how an
administrator unaware of White privilege can have a detrimental effect on how a school is
administered. Starting with the erroneous premise that academic success for bicultural student
can be engineered through low expectations, which would magically work to empower bicultural
students toward academic and personal success, Principal Susan failed to see how in fact such an
approach was actually detrimental to our students (Delpit, 1995). This also reflected how a
Euroamerican educator, convinced of his or her own good intentions, can jeopardize the
emancipation of bicultural students by failing to understand how the systemic racial inequities
reproduce themselves even within liberal Euroamerican paradigms.
When bicultural teachers criticized the “low expectations” approach and other practices
steeped in White privilege, we would be ignored or silenced. In the case of Principal Susan, if
she found our views threatening we would be subject to her punitive methods of administration,
as was the case when I was unjustifiably punished for failing to have a lesson plan on what was
virtually a noninstructional day by her own proclamation. Further methods of control, as noted
elsewhere, included limited access to after-school extra-pay opportunities, class and period
assignment, or the overriding of student grades. The alienating effects of White privilege, while
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apparent to the bicultural staff at Upper Manhattan, were unbeknownst to the Euroamerican
teachers I worked with, even those who were critical of the principal but failed to acknowledge
racial and systemic overtones in her oppressive leadership style and the school culture. This
meant that critical teachers of color would receive little support or solidarity from Euroamerican
colleagues and, ultimately grow frustrated and disillusioned with the school.
While respecting the pedagogical freedom of bicultural teachers, Matt the principal of
New Amsterdam Academy, failed to understand how his own privilege and racial insecurities as
a Euroamerican male, limited his ability to address the racial divisions on his staff. Instead of
addressing the cultural divisions in his staff, he sought to silence them, which as a consequence
meant that a large portion of his African American teachers no longer felt they could trust his
leadership. These instances of Euroamerican privilege found in my experiences suggest that any
recourse at the amelioration of bicultural teacher attrition must include attention to how White
privilege continues to reproduce and exert its authority in educational contexts from elementary
to higher learning. When such a privilege is unexamined and reproduced, other challenges such
as conditions and resources of the classrooms of subaltern communities become all the more
difficult for a bicultural male teacher to navigate.
Conditions and resources. The inequitable system of funding of schools (Affeldt, 2015),
while never one of the main reasons I left the classroom, did increase the difficulties during my
teaching career and negatively affected my resiliency. The contradiction between the abundance
of resources at suburban and predominately Euroamerican schools, where I studied and briefly
labored, contrasted greatly—as the research indicates—to those at urban schools where I spent
the majority of my teaching career (Achinstein et al., 2010; Loeb et al., 2005).
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These schools, predominately composed of bicultural students, often housed more than
one school per building. Identified as the small school model, their limited size did allow for
more intimate student and teacher relationships, yet it also meant that such schools had to
compete against each other for limited resources. These resources included the gym, cafeteria,
stairwells, entrances, and school safety agents. Additionally, many of the schools where I worked
did not have an athletics program, a library—some failed to even have a computer lab. Lastly, as
was the case at New Amsterdam, the school did not have physical education classes, or even a
teacher who could teach the course.
Classrooms, often built in the 1930s or at the latest the 1960s, had not been renovated for
modern use besides the consistent layers of paint used to coat over lead-infused paint (Crampton,
Thompson, & Vesely, 2004; Hunter, 2009; Kozol, 1992). Consequently, these classrooms were
not designed to have the large amount of students, up to 34, or modern classroom equipment
such as computers or Smartboards, which meant space to navigate the room as a teacher was a
continual challenge. Lastly, resources such as paper, chalk, whiteboard markers, staplers, pens,
and scissors were often in short to no supply, which required that I, as so many teachers can
attest, use my own resources to pay for supplies (Darder, 2002). This added another layer of
hardship to an already stressful work life.
Another consequence of being a Spanish teacher in a small school meant that I was
rarely, if ever, provided with my own classroom. This meant that I could teach in up to five
classrooms, having to make my way through crowded hallways, invariably losing valuable
classroom instruction time, and teaching in science laboratories or art classrooms. Quite
frequently, students would accidently bump my traveling cart and spill materials, printouts, or—
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worse—my laptop or iPad and severely damage my equipment, again at my cost to replace. By
the end of my career teaching, I had lost a laptop, cellphone, and iPad due to crowded hallways
in a high school designed for elementary school children. Worse of all was the fact that our
students understood that their schools were ill financed and labeled ghetto schools. These
challenging conditions were worsened by a contested and highly negative media campaign
launched against teachers in the era of neoliberal education.
Neoliberalism. While Neoliberalism emerged as a powerful ideology in the late 1970s, it
did not consolidate its power in education until the passage of NCLB in 2001 (Giroux, 2013;
Lipman, 2011). Since then it has instituted a regime of accountability and testing in the name of
education reform (McCarthy, Rezai-Rashti, & Teasley, 2009). As punitive neoliberal measures
tied to standardized testing slowly entrenched themselves in district, state, and federal policies,
my subject area became increasingly marginalized. Fortunately, I did not have to prepare
students for or administer high stakes exams, as my subject area did not merit an exam. I did,
however, have to partake in any and all preparations teachers were receiving, under these
measures. This included countless hours of professional development that did nothing to improve
classroom instruction, but instead focused on how to ensure students could receive a better test
score (Giroux, 2013; Philip, Martinez, Lopez, & Garcia, 2014).
Furthermore, classroom autonomy was replaced by punitive surveillance measures in the
form of checklist classroom observations. Again, none of these measured provided constructive
feedback on my teaching, and very often these were the only times an administrator stepped into
my classroom. These findings echo those in the literature that state that teachers have higher
attrition rates in schools where standardized testing is more prevalent (Allensworth et al., 2009;
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Ingersoll & May, 2011; Sass et al., 2012). Additionally, these changes meant that the schools
where I labored were transformed into top-down systems of management where teachers came to
have less involvement in the decision-making process, which constitutes another factor in the
literature identified with schools with high teacher attrition rates (Feng, 2009; Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2012; Ingersoll & May, 2011).
For this reason, New Amsterdam, with its test exemption, was a welcome change.
Through their alternative assessment structure, I found that students attained greater
understanding of the concepts and knowledge each discipline required (Wolk, 2011).
Unfortunately, the noise around education and against teachers peaking with the film Waiting for
Superman (Guggenheim et al., 2011) meant that teachers were subjected to countless rants
against our profession and at us, in particular, before even entering the building in the morning
(Prado & Montez de Oca, 2014). Slowly, I grew exasperated and since I did not see the change in
my students, as the neoliberal dialogue insisted I should, I came to internalize this as my own
failure (Philip et al., 2014).
The consequences of a neoliberal approach to education are already demonstrating their
ill effect, both promoting a culture of materialism and disseminating an ideology that worships
wealth and fame as the ultimate goal for our lives. This unfortunately, leaves society with a
noncritical unconscious conformity to the inequalities of society, accepted “as the way things
are,” and under which cities belong to the rich, government monitors its citizens behavior, and
the pursuit of happiness promised as a right in the declaration of independence is substituted for
the pursuit of material possessions. At the root of any discussion is Ralph Tyler’s (1949) question
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as to the purpose of education: Is it to develop the young student to fit into society as it is, or to
develop the young student to improve society?
My subway notes bear out how I tried to make sense of the demonization of teachers and
the further corrosion of my desire to continue in the profession. Thus, this reform movement,
with its demoralizing and punitive measures instituted under a Darwinian neoliberal agenda,
framed my professional endeavors as failures, and seriously damaged my morale and hope for
change (Giroux, 2013). What's more, neoliberalism’s promarket and competitive philosophy also
had the sorrowful effect of increasing competition among bicultural teachers, which made the
teaching environment that much more stressful.
Cross-Subaltern Relations and Internalized Racism
The effects of neoliberalism meant an increase in tensions across bicultural groups,
beyond the common oppressive forces already at work. This fragmentation served the dominant
group and deflected attention away from the true culprits of our oppression. Subsequently, such
tensions came to play themselves out in my classroom. Vulnerable to the stereotypical
descriptions of the other disseminated by the dominant culture, bicultural individuals can also
come to view other bicultural groups with fear and suspicion (Kohli, 2012).
My experiences in Dr. Melvin’s course attest to a strained relationship of
miscommunication and cross-cultural assumptions. For my part, I failed to recognize my own
internalized racism, cultural response patterns, assimilation, and White privilege. While Dr.
Melvin failed to understand the complexities of Latino history and identity, my cultural response
patterns, or how to better serve as a bicultural mirror to a student of a distinct subaltern culture.
Still, I find it difficult to blame Dr. Melvin, as the pressures to teach an online multicultural
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course to privileged and resistant Euroamerican students in such a disembodied context must
have been very difficult.
The experience with Dr. Melvin contrasted those with his colleague, my Spanish
methodology professor, Dr. Duarte, who discarded my critique of the curriculum through an
internalized Euroamerican paradigm (Perez Huber, Johnson, & Kohli, 2006). A similar
experience occurred while I worked at the Crossroads School where the assistant principal, an
African American woman, failed to acknowledge the cultural isolation suffered by bicultural
students attending a predominately Euroamerican school. Thus, my data suggest that uncritical
educators may have an even more detrimental effect on bicultural students, in that they legitimize
the hegemony of the dominant culture (Darder, 2012).
Lastly, one of the most discouraging phenomena throughout my time in the classroom
was the continual prejudice, fear, and suspicion under which bicultural students and parents
viewed each other. On many occasions, I left work frustrated by the way Latino students and
parents viewed African American students or vice versa, even in a context where a great deal of
my students and their families were cross-cultural. While I always understood the root of this
division being the oppression suffered by bicultural communities and never took any of the
indirect or direct insults personally, I would in combination with the other pressures mentioned
previously, come to feel exhausted and hopeless.
Even most disconcerting was the fact that just as with erastephobia, the hegemonic
culture of schooling failed to create opportunities to engage the inner group tensions in ways that
could support the evolution of a more culturally democratic teaching environment (Darder, 1991,

	
  

282

2002, 2012). Ultimately, it was the absence of any genuine forms of democratic life in schools
that was probably most responsible for my final decision to leave the teaching.
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Cultures only flourish in contact with others, they perish in isolation.
–Fuentes, 1992
What began as an investigation into teacher attrition yielded a complex and varied
historical experience that contradicts the one solution for one problem framing so common in
academic research. Latino male teacher attrition is not, in the case of this study, the result of only
one factor but a confluence of factors created by a culturally undemocratic system of education
that prizes material attainment and cultural superiority over the happiness and fraternity of its
citizenry. Such is our society that it favors competition over collaboration, individualism over
solidarity, and maintains power and privilege in the hands of those whose interests replicate its
asymmetrical structures.
It is not surprising that in a country that fears a dialogue about race, culture, gender, and
sexual preference, bicultural teachers, in particular Latino males, feel such cultural isolation.
This is especially true when they find their desire to educate those of similar backgrounds as
themselves to be interrupted by the same forces that silence dialogue and marginalize the
participation of bicultural teachers and students in schools today (Achinstein et al., 2010;
Borman & Dowling, 2008; Gomez et al., 2008; Lewis, 2006; Villegas & Irvine, 2010). What was
surprising to discover was how much my gender played into my decision to leave education.
In the end, my decision to leave the classroom was rooted in a desire to escape the
policing and cultural isolation of the Euroamerican and gendered hegemonic culture of education
that had haunted me since my immigration to this country at the age of six. As a Latino male
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teacher, I was too often isolated within contexts heavily dominated by Euroamerican conceptions
of what was best for students from my cultural community. Furthermore, this was complicated
by gendered expectations as to which aspects of my duties I was responsible for and how I was
perceived as a professional in a female-dominated context. The weight of responsibility I felt in
teaching students from similar backgrounds, defiant toward the same system I despised but was
often forced to reproduce, left me suspended in a state of constant cognitive dissonance. This
weight obstructed my ability to find hope and a healthy balance of cultural negotiation.
Furthermore, the suppressed anger I felt both because of my experiences and those of my
students and the inability to understand it systematically left me feeling like my only alternative,
in order to survive, was to leave the class. These findings suggest that bicultural male teachers
leave the classroom as a survival mechanism in the face of the dissonance created by the
pressures of hegemonic schooling.
Two factors could have inhibited my departure: first a greater critical awareness and
language with which to critique the problems I felt but could not verbalized; in other words, a
healthy and self-empowered bicultural voice. Secondly, a space and time for constructive
support, both emotional and professional. Nevertheless, it was evident to me from my first day in
the classroom that my teacher preparation program did not adequately prepare us for the reality
of the urban classroom, and that any remedies to the state of education, in terms of teachers, had
to begin with this as its focus.
Towards a Critical Teacher Preparation Program
Of crucial importance to the creation and perpetuation of Euroamerican hegemony are
teacher preparation programs, which conversely, could be the most important tool in breaking
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unjust cycles of cultural hegemony. A consequence of this study was the realization that the
dialogue around teacher attrition is too often disconnected from teacher preparation. This
research avoids drawing parallels between how teachers are prepared for the classroom context
and their subsequent departure. Accordingly, this study argues that teacher preparation is closely
linked to and provides a great deal of promise not only for teacher turnover, but also for the
making of a culturally democratic society (Darder, 2012).
Present reforms focus on the technical and financial aspects of education, instead of the
systemic injustices and paradigms that perpetuate structural inequalities (Darder, 2012; Giroux,
2013; Young, 2011). Without a theoretical understanding of the profundity of such a system, all
measures seeking to ameliorate it will only achieve topical success. Attrition therefore is only a
symptom of a larger disease of systemic inequality, which results from Eurocentric cultural and
gendered hegemony.
In order to address this issue, I assert the urgent need that novel, systemic, and counterhegemonic models of teacher preparation be designed and implemented to promote cultural
democracy (Darder, 1991, 2012). Such an approach to education would seek to create a
pedagogical praxis that immerses student teachers in a critical engagement and discernment
between theory, craft, application, and pedagogical analysis (Freire, 1998). Giroux (2013)
asserted the importance of such programs, along with the need to dismantle the educative and
political landscape and construct a new one based on equity, democracy, and justice for all its
inhabitants.
Part of the issue that must be addressed is that teacher education has become a cash cow
for schools of education (NCATF, 2003; Oakes, Rogers, & Lipton, 2006). Such an environment
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has meant that the top priority of these schools is how many teachers they can churn out, while
improving the metrics necessary to climb U.S. News and World Report rankings. This model
works well within the corporate and neoliberal context of schooling, which is more concerned
with providing greater numbers of teachers rather than a greater quality of educators, since under
their rationale teacher education is simple, and ineffective teachers can and will be easily
replaced.
In essence, the very institutions that profess a missionary zeal for improving education
(Philip et al., 2014), especially within the urban bicultural context, are mired in meritocratic,
Eurocentric, and essentializing paradigms that replicate the unjust systems they profess to
prepare students to contest. A shift toward a critical teacher education program begins with a
focus on three important program components: students, setting, and curriculum. Of note here is
that many of these suggestions would also benefit how future administrators are prepared. By
rearticulating these components of a teacher education program, we can begin to construct new
paradigms of teacher preparation for a culturally democratic society. Thus, there exists an
imperative need for systemic and counter hegemonic teacher preparation programs that both
confront dominant epistemologies and acknowledge the particular needs of bicultural teachers.
Setting and Students in a Critical Teacher Preparation Program
One of the problems in the training of future teachers is the cultural disconnect between
the teacher, student, and context (Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2005a; Graves, 2014; Noel, 2010).
Too often, newly credentialed teachers are sent into predominately bicultural neighborhoods with
no prior experience in these contexts, replicating dominant Euroamerican and heteronormative
pedagogy in these settings. As a consequence, these poorly prepared teachers fail to make the
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necessary distinctions between the hegemonic culture of schooling and the pedagogical needs of
bicultural students (Darder, 2012).
In describing the urban context that many newly minted teachers enter, Noel (2013)
stated that teachers are often ill-prepared to deal with the social, political, and economic
conditions that impact the education of bicultural students. Keyes and Gregg (2001) further
argued, “While an urban school is located in a community, it is not often of the community” (p.
32). My own experience suggests that a byproduct of the small schools movement in New York
City, where students travel outside their district to attend school, is that schools no longer have
the ability to serve as intellectual and empowering center within the communities where they are
located.
Consequently, these buildings occupy nebulous spaces where the majority of their
students and staff come from outside the immediate area, further fragmenting the transformative
potential of these buildings. Langer (1989) contended that contexts often dictate our behavior
and our mindsets, determining how we view each setting, and consequently each other. This
suggests that prolonged exposure in a new context can help to bring about different habits of
mind, especially within a setting where the individual from an outside culture is working in
collaboration with those in bicultural setting (Fasching-Varner & Seriki, 2012).
Noel (2013) further pointed out that while many universities are actively involved in
research on subaltern schools, ideas for transformation predominately come from the universities
that, with little community input, perpetuate hegemonic paradigms of schooling, thus replicating
asymmetrical relations of power (Darder, 2012). Highlighting this disconnect, Noel (2010)
posited that teacher education programs be located within the communities and cultures they
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seek to staff. However, locating these programs within a community is not enough. About this
Noel (2010) suggested that these programs be carefully implemented in order to gain the trust
and participation of the community, in order to establish a truly collaborative partnership
between the teacher education program and the community it seeks to serve. Such programs
would seek to produce more democratic relations of power and introduce future teachers to
working in collaboration, supporting the emancipation of bicultural communities (Darder, 2012).
Too often in my experience, the disconnect and differences between cultures can play a
crucial role in workplace discord. Situating teacher preparation programs within these
communities could serve as a vital method in interrogating the cultural differences,
Euroamerican privilege, and cross-cultural prejudice that plagues urban education. Of vital
importance here is not the mere geographic locale, but also that these programs must find ways
that institute important cross-cultural learning opportunities and points of empathy that can
humanize the experience of bicultural teachers and students who too often are diminished and
marginalized by the dominant culture (Ladson-Billings, 2009; Noel, 2013).
Participants in these programs also need to make long-term commitments to these
communities, be guided in understanding their own privilege, and gain deeper contextual
knowledge of subaltern cultures and their histories. Research on the attrition of teachers suggests
that the majority of teachers leave within the first five years on the job, especially Euroamerican
teachers in bicultural contexts (Allensworth, Ponisciak, & Mazzeo, 2009; Feng, 2009; Ingersoll,
Merrill, & May, 2012). Of critical importance here is to highlight that the pedagogical needs of
preservice teachers cannot be addressed within a few months or one year, as many preservice
programs currently operate, particularly alternative credentialing ones—for example Teach for
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America. Instead, preservice teachers need deep and prolonged critical engagement with
bicultural issues in order to better understand the complexities involved at the personal, social,
and academic level, in the education of bicultural students. Thus, teacher education programs for
the urban context should require a commitment to their program of at least two years before
entering the classroom, in order to attain the cultural fluency and experience in the context they
wish to work, and a minimum three-year work commitment after graduation. Longevity
commitments could help ensure greater rates of permanence. Moreover, Henke, Chen, and Geis
(2000) found that teachers attending traditional teacher preparation programs have higher rates of
permanency than do alternative credentialing program that are shorter in duration. Additionally,
teachers more intimately exposed to urban contexts could delimit the amount of transient
teachers who seek urban teaching positions, in order to gain the experience necessary in order to
attain higher paid suburban and private jobs (Allensworth et al., 2009).
Lastly, teachers must be screened before admittance to such a program. As LadsonBillings (2009) suggested, such possible teachers must be screened to ensure they have entry
points of empathy that predispose their motivation to work with subaltern communities. These
teachers must view the education of bicultural children as something more than just a job, and
thus be willing to undergo a serious interrogation of self before entering the classroom (LadsonBillings, 2009; Ochoa, 2007). Such teachers must also be grounded in self-affirmations of their
own culture (Graves, 2014) before seeking to work with students from other cultures. Likewise,
a critical teacher preparation program must find ways to better select candidates that are open
and willing to interrogate notions of self, culture, society, power, and privilege. Similarly, a
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critical teacher education program must choose candidates that are culturally flexible and
committed to the development of a culturally democratic society.
Again, of note here is how these suggestions apply to administrator preparation programs.
These programs need to recruit persons that have exceptional communication skills, value and
engage the input of teachers, and provide constructive feedback without the fear of punitive
punishment—in other words, professionals willing to earn the trust of their staff (Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2012).
Nevertheless, the screening of future students and relocation of teacher preparation
programs alone will not ensure a better workplace environment for bicultural teachers. Changes
to the methods and curriculum of instruction need to be rearticulated in a manner that will ensure
a more authentic preparation for challenges that await both bicultural and Euroamerican teachers.
Curriculum of a Critical Teacher Education Program
A byproduct of the dominant culture of schooling is that it prioritizes an educative
process that seeks to reinforce, replenish, and sustain a Eurocentric, materialistic, and militaristic
culture of society and life (Giroux, 2013). As such, paradigms or modes of thinking that seek
love, compassion of others, community, and solidarity are replaced by an unjust system that
encourages competition, individualism, and financial superiority while avoiding self-reflection
and empathy for others.
The current destructive educational system must be of concern in today’s violent and
cutthroat society, sustained by neoliberal policies that intensify inequalities (Lipman, 2011).
Consequently, in order to confront such destructive and alienating cultural forces, it is imperative
for pedagogues, especially those in teacher preparation to rearticulate the purpose of education as
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a humanizing process by which to support societal change. Such a process needs to encompass
critical models of reflection and novel forms of intellectual and social engagement in order to
uncover the hidden practices of neoliberal domination (Giroux, 2013). Failure to do so will only
result in potentiating the authoritative power of governments and corporations, which exert
power and control over the lives of its citizens.
In order to contest these antidemocratic trends, teacher education must embrace theories
and methodologies outside of its current curriculum, eschewing the traditional technical focus
predominately used in teacher education. This study favors new systems of thinking that
prioritize self-reflection, analysis, antiheteronormative, and culturally democratic paradigms
(Bristol, 2015b; Darder, 2012; Giroux, 1988; Gosse, 2011).
Critical Autoethnography
In addition to asserting the need for critical bicultural pedagogy, this study argues for the
incorporation of critical forms of autoethnography to counteract the forces of materialism,
racism, classism, and heteronormative prejudice rampant in our present curriculum and culture of
schooling. Critical autoethnography has the potential to be a valuable tool in creating greater
self-awareness and reflection in teacher preparation programs. Reinforcing previously articulated
arguments, it is important that potential candidates be screened for their willingness to be open
and honest on such a personal journey that is sure to awaken dormant trauma and contest one’s
moral landscape, cultural awareness, and self-conceptions (Austin & Hickey, 2007; Kahl, 2011).
A quintessential praxis of theory and practice, critical autoethnography demands deeper
introspection of self within theory and academic research. Its aim is in part to have the researcher
analyze his or her self while at the same time attaining a deeper understanding of how societal
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forces shape our actions and perceptions (Clough, 2000; Denzin, 2014; Ruiz-Junco & VidalOritiz, 2011; Starr, 2010). Critical autoethnography distinguishes itself from predominate forms
of self-analysis, such as journaling, often used in teacher preparation programs, in that it
challenges the student to connect personal experience with a theoretical understanding of
societies inequities (Darder, 2012; Giroux, 2013). Vavrus (2009) asserted that preservice
autoethnography serves to propel a teacher education student into critical insights as to how
hegemonic conceptions of gender and sexuality influence a teacher’s professional identity and
ability to be an emancipatory agent.
In the form of a cumulative project that grows as the result of each course a preservice
teacher takes, an autoethnographic text could serve in place of a master’s thesis. This would
allow educators to bridge the pedagogical gap so often found across teacher preparation
programs where courses seldom connect theory and practice in a systematic and integrated
manner (Hollins, 2011). Such a project would also provide the student with the means to be
mindful of his or own racial, cultural, and gendered evolution, instead of the dichotomized and
subconscious structure of present-day programs that limit an individual’s ability to track his or
her own growth.
A critical teacher preparation program needs to acknowledge a person’s cultural
background and tailor his/her experience accordingly, as each cultural group has unique
pedagogical needs. For Euroamerican students, this means an interrogation of their own privilege
and how this privilege has aided in the creation of their worldview (Matias, 2013). Present-day
teacher preparation programs, while predominately mandating multicultural education courses,
only superficially cover other cultures, making it imperative that critical programs raise
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awareness of privilege without provoking guilt or anger that leads to silencing and
disengagement (Swalwell, 2012).
Such a critical program with both time and contextual setting, would allow Euroamerican
students to be slowly guided toward self-awareness, quite different from the present one-course
format that both my experience and research suggest antagonizes students more than transforms
belief systems. Heinze and DeCandia (2011) posited that racism exists along a continuum instead
of a dichotomized category, and that knowledge of such an idea allows for greater openness for
students to interrogate their own attitudes without shutting down, silencing, or refusing to
engage. Under these guidelines, an effort is undertaken in order to avoid the anger, guilt, and
paralysis that leads preservice teachers to disengage in antiracism work, as research continually
shows Euroamerican preservice teachers tend to do (Solomon, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell,
2005).
Critical autoethnography could thusly be an important pedagogical tool in engaging
critical reflections of a Euroamerican candidates’ own assumptions and cultural identity (Starr,
2010). Such efforts are crucial if Euroamerican teachers are to avoid replicating the dominant
culture in their classrooms through a process that acknowledges the emotional dimensions of
such a journey and seeks to deconstruct the myth of meritocracy and privilege at work in their
favor (Whiting & Cutri, 2015).
Unfortunately, present preservice programs adhere mostly to the needs of Euroamerican
students that make up the largest group of future teachers (Hollins & Torres-Guzman, 2005;
Matias, 2013). Consequently, bicultural teachers are consistently an afterthought of most
preservice programs. Furthermore, to imply that by simply providing more teachers of the same
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ethnicity would solve the issues pertaining to bicultural students would forgo the possibility that
racial matching might be harmful to those students who do not share the same race—just as it is
deleterious to assume that all bicultural teachers have a critical ideology and the ability to
practice for the benefit of their students. A critical autoethnographic project could help meet the
needs of bicultural teachers as has been the case with this study, which greatly assisted me in
understanding my experiences more systematically and within a theoretical context. For
bicultural teachers, such a project could serve to analyze cultural response patterns, acknowledge
internalized racism, and better understand past traumatic experiences related to the hegemonic
culture of schooling.
As previously noted, a bicultural person’s past trauma—so often ignored in present day
teacher preparation programs—needs to be addressed and understood systematically. Failure to
do so means that bicultural educators will continue to improperly understand and dismiss how
many of their own negative professional and self-conceptions are actually manifestations of
systemic inequality and racialism, instead of personal deficiencies that are often used as
scapegoats by the individualistic and universalizing dominant culture. Attention to these factors
would allow preservice teachers to better understand how the dominant discourse invades the
culture of schooling of bicultural students and prioritizes its own epistemologies.
Such a project could help bicultural preservice teachers attain a better understanding of
the systemic forces that influenced their education and reasons to pursue a career in teaching.
One of the greatest realizations I came to as a result of this autoethnographic study was how
intertwined my experiences as a student were to my desire to become a teacher, and how these
experiences also greatly influenced how I perceived and addressed the challenges I experienced
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while teaching on a day-to-day basis. This conclusion is supported by findings in the literature
that indicate that bicultural male teachers’ experiences in an inequitable educational system as
students considerably shape their pedagogical philosophy (Brown, 2011).
Unfortunately, this was a common theme among my peers throughout my career, when
teachers’ and administrators’ past trauma positioned them to misinterpret, internalize, and react
negatively toward a student or coworker. Subsequently, a critical autoethnographic project could
serve as a vital instrument for bicultural and Euroamerican teachers alike in not only
interrogating their living history and cultural understanding but also trauma or incidences that
could one day manifest themselves to the detriment of students or coworkers.
Concurrent to these efforts, critical preservice programs must recognize and place
importance on the histories and cultures of different bicultural groups. Too often, bicultural
persons are robbed of their commonalities in favor of the competitive and universalizing
narrative of the dominant culture (Kohli, 2012). This means that bicultural persons fail to
understand how their cultures have similar oppressive histories, and as teachers have similar
emancipatory aims. Bicultural teachers must be encouraged to extend the bonds of solidarity
outside their own cultural groups, and recognize how all oppressed groups have suffered through
a dehumanizing system rooted in the dominant culture.
As the result of this investigation, I have also come to believe that preservice programs
must have more than one course dedicated to the systemic inequities of our society and
educational system. So entrenched is the hegemony of the school culture that it cannot be
addressed through subject area or methodology courses alone, and needs to be specifically
addressed in various stand-alone courses, and reinforced through subsequent classes. This is
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where the value of a continual, threaded critical autoethnographic project serves as the tool of
praxis that can bridge theory, analysis, action, and content across the formation of future
teachers.
Lastly, such a project must also be cognizant of the gendered issues in education (Bristol,
2015b; Gosse, 2011), specifically how heteronormative forces play important roles in how we
both educate boys and treat male teachers, especially bicultural ones. Again, the ultimate goal of
a critical preservice program should be to create critically enlightened teachers who, through a
culturally relevant pedagogy, seek the emancipation of subaltern students in order to create a
culturally democratic society. Such a program must also educate students through a gender
relevant pedagogy (GRP) that serves to inform teachers of their disposition and interactions with
gender in the classroom in an effort to avoid heteronormative hegemony (Bristol, 2015b).
Thurman (2015) stated that in today’s world goodness is equated to obedience. Nowhere
is this truer than as to how boys, especially bicultural, boys are viewed. Giroux (1988) has
argued that dominant culture of schooling imposes subservience to authority in order to create
the good industrial worker. Such a pedagogy ignores what Bristol (2015b) argued is the natural
development of boys, where they learn through movement and bodily kinesthetic intelligence,
especially bicultural boys. This means that teachers misinterpret and misjudge male student’s
intentions and actions, and are more likely to default to stereotypes of bicultural boys as rule
breakers in order rationalize their behavior. Bristol (2015b) further contended that a teacher’s
gender bias may extend to the curricular decisions he or she makes and that by restructuring class
content to the interests of these students, he or she will elicit greater academic interest.
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Thus, any critical preservice program using critical autoethnography must incorporate an
antihetereonormative pedagogy as well as an antiracist and anticlassist one, in order to truly
bring about cultural change. This critical autoethnographic process is a difficult one in that it
requires vulnerability, honesty, and openness, traits contrary to the highly competitive and
emotionally stoic dominant culture that dictates our lives. Consequently, such a project must be
reinforced with safeguards to navigate moments of cognitive dissonance commonly experienced
throughout the ethnographic journey.
Bicultural Males Support and Professional Development
The current climate in education is an increasingly difficult one for bicultural teachers to
navigate. Under attack from conservatives, religious fundamentalists, and centrist democrats,
their labor has been increasingly automated and instrumentalized (Giroux, 2013). Reducing
education and curriculums to route memorization and test preparation, teachers face increasing
pressures to minimize their pedagogical freedom and desires. It is no coincidence then that the
number one reason consistently given for leaving teaching is the working conditions (Alber
Shanker Institute, 2015). Of these, teacher dissatisfaction with administration, and testing and
accountability measures are posed as the greatest factors. These findings readily connect to this
study, which found limited curricular flexibility, poor administrators as well as the negative
environment surrounding education to be factors in changing schools, and ultimately leaving the
profession. However, these critiques fail to incorporate the cultural isolation I felt as often being
one of the few or only bicultural males, which was also pivotal to my leaving teaching. With this
in mind, ameliorative efforts to stem bicultural male attrition should begin with the
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implementation of adequate systems of supports to counteract the culturally isolating forces of
the dominant and gendered culture of schooling.
Support Programs for Bicultural Males
Research suggests that male bicultural teachers in particular both desire and could greatly
benefit from male-only support groups (Bristol, 2015a; Brockenbrough, 2012b; Brown, 2011;
Warwick et al., 2012). Such gatherings would provide emotional support, as well as a space to
reflect on the practice of teaching (Bristol, 2015a). This would provide bicultural male teachers a
safe space where they can articulate feelings of isolation, trauma, anger, frustration,
discrimination, and silencing. Furthermore, such spaces could provide a place for critical
engagement, where bicultural males can analyze their status as essentialized beings, examine
heteronormative pressures, as well as engage in critical self-analyses of their own male privilege
(Brockenbrough, 2012b). Thereupon, these groups, with proper facilitation, could serve as
important spaces for men to better understand their relationships with female colleagues and
administrators. These are often complex relationships in which friction can result from a male
teachers’ unawareness of his privilege or the replication of hetereonormative and racial
hegemony by unaware female administrators and/or colleagues.
The complexity of the factors that bicultural males face is further mitigated by the
professional vulnerabilities bicultural teachers experience in environments where administrators
often “use their power to curtail teacher autonomy” (Brockenbrough, 2012b, p. 30). Unprepared
for these complex challenges in their teacher preparation programs, male teachers could use
these spaces to gain both the pedagogical and emotional support bicultural they need to sustain
their burgeoning teacher identities (Bristol, 2015a; Warwick et al., 2012).
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In providing such spaces, bicultural male teachers may build relationships of support and
solidarity, in contrast to the alienating and antirelational aspects of cultural hegemony,
perpetuated through the antidialogical banking system of education, with its structural conditions
of surveillance and competition that isolate and silence the voices and concerns of bicultural
male educators.
Future Research
The dearth of literature on bicultural and Latino male teachers demonstrates a need for
more studies on the experiences of this subgroup. Future research on these teachers should focus
on how these teachers are essentialized, policed, gendered, and combat or reify their male
privilege. This means a greater interrogation of the experiences of bicultural male teachers. Such
interrogations should examine the complexities of being a male within a female-dominated
context, which consistently places the male teacher in uncomfortable situations shaped by the
fear of erastephobia and, yet, offer little to no preparation or support for contending with the
issues that can arise within the context of the classroom.
Further research on former bicultural teachers should also seek to elicit the beneath-thesurface reasons for attrition that transcend the simple Likert-scale surveys these former educators
often receive. These could take the form in authoehnographic pieces, open-ended survey, and
focus group interview studies. In addition, future research should examine what current
bicultural male teacher community groups are doing in order to engage with issues of
biculturalism and anti-heteronormative schooling practices.
Similar to the Alber Shanker Institute (2015) suggestion, better collection of federal data
on former teachers and their reasons for leaving the profession needs to be collected. Such data
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need to specifically recognize leavers, movers, and returners, in order to have a more acute
understanding of teacher attrition. Furthermore, such research needs to expand surveys and elicit
more concrete reasons for attrition than the broad and general categories presently used in the
SASS and TFS surveys. This is especially true for the attrition of bicultural teachers who,
because of the dominant culture, may be less forthcoming as to the actual reasons for their
departure—and, as in my case, unable to fully explain them.
Yet, above all, future research needs to continue to deconstruct the dangers of rampant
capitalism, individualism, neoliberalism, and the systems of power that privilege a few and
oppress so many within the context of U.S. schooling. Such paradigms of nationalism,
selfishness, fear of the other, and arrogance will only continue to erode the qualities that make us
as a species beautiful, and our ability to live full and complete lives in balance with the world
around us.
Closing Thoughts
Children ought to be educated, not for the present, but for a possibly improved condition
of [humanity] in the future; that is, in a manner which is adapted to the idea of humanity and the
whole destiny of [humankind].
–Kant (1900)
Contrary to the industrialized mindset in which problems have quick and simple
solutions, my decision to leave the classroom involved many distinct variables; at the root of my
decision to leave the classroom were the systemic issues of cultural hegemony, oppression,
racism, sexism, prejudice, classism, and materialism within schools and society. Such forces
manifested themselves in my career though a hidden curriculum, asymmetrical relations of
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power, gender essentialism, policing of my behavior, silencing, isolation, and disabling cultural
response patterns. Combined with the challenges of assisting others suffering through the same
unjust system I originally set out to counteract, I found myself in a constant state of cognitive
dissonance that began to take a toll on my health, self-worth, and hope for a better world.
Rifkin (2009) argued that as human consciousness and society have developed, we have
undergone stages of group identification, from ties of blood, to religion, to the present nation
state identity. As technology has shortened the distances that separate us, and the state of the
world’s environment hangs on a thread, there exists a need for humanity to broaden its sense of
identity to include all humankind. This does not mean we seek to deconstruct differences and
cultural identities, but instead humanize and revel in our differences, and consciously seek to
understand and delimit our fear of those different from ourselves. For as Langer (1989) asserted,
only when we see and are open ourselves to these differences will we begin to restrict lazy
thought patterns that lead to stereotypes and, eventually, feelings of cultural superiority.
In order for such a leap in human consciousness to occur we must first be willing to take
a deep and critical look at how we make sense of the world and ourselves as participants in it.
Critical bicultural teachers, especially males, so often marginalized within schools and society,
can play an important role in this evolving process of social consciousness, by bringing our
personal and political lived histories to the center of societal discussions and contemporary
educational debates within schools and communities.
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